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| have an upset stomach or bowels

Introduction

Many aspects of your life can be affected after being critically ill, and this includes how your
body feels and how you are eating. It may be that you find eating more difficult than before
and you may feel worried or low because of your difficulties.

Often, these problems get better as you get stronger, but you may need some help or advice
while this is happening. This information sheet looks at common problems around eating
after critical illness and gives you tips about what may help.

This information forms part of advice on "Nutrition and recovery after critical illness’, and is a
sub-section of the ‘Tips to help with eating problems after Critical iliness’ leaflet. Also
see the ‘Nutrition when at home’ and ‘Nutrition in the hospital’ information.Nutrition is the
term used to describe what you eat or drink to give you energy and other nutrients to help
your body recover and stay healthy.

Having this information may help you to understand more about nutrition, how it can help
your recovery and overcome any difficulties with eating after your critical illness. We hope it
will help you and your family, but if you have any particular nutritional questions or worries,
please ask your doctor for help or see if they can refer you to a dietitian. A dietitian is a
registered health care professional who advises about nutrition for health and during illness.

You can check how healthy your current weight is for your height on the NHS website?.
There are also very good self-screening tools to use to check whether you should be worried
about how your low weight or poor eating may affect your health from the Patients
Association? and BAPEN?,

If you have ongoing difficulties with eating, even after this advice, if you have a low weight or
are continuing to lose weight or strength, do speak to your doctor or ask to see a dietitian.

! https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/healthy-weight/bmi-calculator/

2 https://www.patients-association.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=3449fca0-dc52-4f06-ac75-
3050b71d7bb5

3 https://www.malnutritionselfscreening.org/



https://www.bda.uk.com/resource/tips-to-help-with-eating-problems-after-critical-illness.html
https://www.bda.uk.com/resource/nutrition-at-home-after-critical-illness.html
https://www.bda.uk.com/resource/nutrition-in-hospital-after-critical-illness.html
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/healthy-weight/bmi-calculator/
https://www.patients-association.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=3449fca0-dc52-4f06-ac75-3050b71d7bb5
https://www.patients-association.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=3449fca0-dc52-4f06-ac75-3050b71d7bb5
https://www.malnutritionselfscreening.org/

| have an upset stomach or bowels (diarrhoea)

It is common to have an upset tummy during and at first after critical illness. You may have
stomach cramps or poo that is loose or even liquid. It will generally settle as your body
slowly recovers and you get used to eating again, and as you start eating a more varied diet.
Please do speak to your doctor or specialist nurse if you want more information or you are
worried about it.

Why does this happen?

While you were on intensive care you will have had a lot of medication which can upset your
stomach and bowels. Bowels are the lower parts of our digestive system. The stress of
critical illness and the hormones that our body makes to deal with the illness, can also affect
our bowels.

If you have had an operation where a large part of your bowels has been removed you may
have diarrhoea. If you have a bag attached to hold your poo (called a stoma bag) you may
notice your poo being very liquid. If this causes a problem for you, your medical team or
dietitian can advise you on medication for this or how to change your diet a little if needed.

If you have a disease which affects your liver, pancreas or bowels, or if you had an operation
on them, you may have problems with eating and digesting food. If food is not properly
digested, this means that nutrients aren’t properly absorbed from your food. This type of
diarrhoea is called malabsorption. It means you will also have diarrhoea with urgency to poo,
especially after eating. If your poo looks yellow or a pale 'clay’ colour, seem oily or glossy,
floats and not easy to flush away, or unusually strong smelling, you may not be absorbing
fats very well (also called steatorrhoea). Speak to your doctor or dietitian who can give you
advice on medications like pancreatic enzymes and how to change your diet to help.
Malabsorption can cause weight loss and can cause you to not get all the important nutrients
you need (such as vitamins and minerals for your bones), so it is important to speak to your
doctor or specialist nurse if you want more information or you are worried.



Can changing what | eat help my diarrhoea?

As you recover from your critical illness and gradually increase the variety of what you eat
your diarrhoea should get better. Generally, you shouldn’t need to make big changes to what
you eat or drink. This is the time to try and eat enough and not limit your choices because
you need food to help your recovery.

However, you might want to make small changes to help you while your stomach is upset.
The following things may help you get enough food without upsetting your tummy too much:

o eat ‘little and often’

e tryto relax when you are eating because being nervous or anxious may make it
worse

¢ plan ahead when you go out so that you have little snacks to hand of foods that you
know will not upset your stomach

e cut down or stop caffeine (in coffee, tea and some fizzy drinks), alcohol and smoking
because this will affect your tummy

¢ if you feel that certain foods or drinks make your diarrhoea worse (like rich or fatty
foods), a dietitian can advise you further so ask to be referred, especially if you are
losing weight

e it may be helpful to keep a diary for a few days of when you have diarrhoea and what
foods or drinks you have had. This will help you to see if specific foods, drinks or
when you are eating is causing you a problem.

Sometimes, changing what you eat for a short while may help your diarrhoea, but this is
mostly if you have a bowel condition. You may hear people talking about having less
roughage (such as wholemeal foods) for a while. This may be helpful for some people but
shouldn’t be continued long-term without advice from a dietitian.

It is very important that you drink enough if you have an upset stomach. This is important so
you don’t feel unwell because you haven’t drunk enough to replace what you are losing from
having diarrhoea.

If you have had a lot of antibiotics, you might think about having products to help healthy
bacteria (also called microbiome) in your stomach. There are many different products
available in either drink, powder or tablet form that will give a dose of microbiome (generally
called a probiotic). There are also other products or foods that help microbiome grow in the
bowels (called prebiotics). They may help with diarrhoea, but if you have bloating, they may
not be the best choice for now. It you decide to try these products, do discuss this with your
doctor, nurse or dietitian because there are some situations where this may not be a good
idea (like if you have active bowel disease or where you have a higher risk of having an
infection).

What medicines may help?

You can buy tablets from a pharmacy to help your diarrhoea. If it is an ongoing problem, you
may have been advised to take these if you go to the toilet and you have an upset stomach.
These can work well but talk to your doctor or nurse if you find you need to take them often.
There are also some oral rehydration fluids or powdered products available if you are finding
it difficult to have enough to drink because you have severe diarrhoea. Discuss this with your
doctor or nurse because these products have salts and often sugar in them and so if you
have a health problem such as diabetes or with your kidneys, it might not be a good idea to
have them.



Summary

Diarrhoea can happen after a critical illness and usually gets better by itself. It can help to
avoid foods that upset your tummy for a short time. You may need medicine to help, and

your doctor will be able to advise you on that. As your stomach settles, you will be able to
eat a varied healthy diet which will help good digestion and your bowels to work normally.

More information:

British Dietetic Association Food Fact Sheet on:
e Probiotics https://www.bda.uk.com/resource/probiotics.html

NHS UK advice on:
e Dehydration https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/dehydration/

See ICUsteps information for more information https://icusteps.org/information



https://www.bda.uk.com/resource/probiotics.html
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/dehydration/
https://icusteps.org/information

This information sheet forms part of the wider Tips to help with eating problems after
critical illness: https://www.bda.uk.com/resource/tips-to-help-with-eating-problems-after-
critical-illness.html

Written by Louise Albrich, representing the working group from the Critical Care Specialist
Group of the British Dietetic Association, UK and Catherine White, Information Manager,
ICUsteps.
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Our information and general advice is based on experiences of former ICU patients and it
should not replace the advice you receive from healthcare professionals. The BDA and
ICUsteps cannot accept responsibility or liability from the use of this resource.
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