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About 20 million Canadians suffer from digestive problems every year: 
heartburn, gastroesophageal reflux disease, diarrhea, constipation, 
flatulence, etc. Digestive disorders affect people of all ages and at any 
point in their lives. Although most of the time the symptoms are the 
result of a mild illness, they greatly affect the quality of life of those who 
suffer from them. This guide contains a wealth of useful information 
about the digestive system and the problems that can affect it. 

« Nothing is lost, nothing is created, 
everything is transformed. » 

– Antoine Lavoisier – 
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How does the 
digestive system work?
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The food we eat every day contains proteins, fats and carbohydrates 
that provide the energy we need to think, breathe, digest, move —
and live! Your digestive system has the function of transforming and 
absorbing what you eat throughout the day. It pushes food through 
a long tube that connects the mouth to the anus and where a series 
of organs (mouth, esophagus, stomach, intestine, liver, pancreas and 
colon) work together to transform the food you eat. 
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Sources of gastric problems  
Eventually, anyone can suffer from digestive problems. Here are some 
of the risk factors that increase the likelihood of experiencing this type 
of disorder:

• Poor nutrition

• Being overweight

• Sedentary (low physical activity)

• Stress

• Smoking

• Alcohol consumption

• Some medications

• Some diseases

• Pregnancy

Your lifestyle habits 
may be the cause 

of your digestive problems. 
Sometimes, minor changes 

can help you better 
control them.
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Heartburn
and acid reflux 
Symptoms of gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD) include a burning 
sensation in the stomach or throat, belching and a bitter taste in the 
mouth. These symptoms often occur after eating or drinking too much 
food. It is a common digestive problem, with an estimated 10-30% of the 
population in Canada having occasional episodes of reflux.

Fiction
The digestive system is not a car that requires oil changes every six 
months. The organs of this system, such as the liver and kidneys, are 
"self-cleaning.” In addition, so-called "detoxifying" products contain 
diuretics and laxatives that make you urinate and have a bowel  
movement more often. They could even be dangerous for some people 
suffering from chronic diseases (hypertension, kidney failure, etc.).

Maintain good lifestyle habits: Eating a healthy diet and being physically 
active every day are the best ways to have a healthy digestive system. 
Before taking a product to "cleanse" your system, it is important to 
discuss it with your healthcare professional! 

The digestive system 
must be purified 
every six months, 
especially the liver 

and kidneys in order 
to detoxify them.

Fiction 
or fact?
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Reflux or heartburn? 
Heartburn is an irritating sensation located in the lower esophagus 
(the tube connecting the mouth to the stomach) that usually occurs 30 
to 60 minutes after a meal. Gastroesophageal reflux occurs when the 
acid content of the stomach rises up into the esophagus because the 
"non-return" valve (esophageal sphincter) that connects the esophagus 
to the stomach malfunctions, causing irritation of the mucous membrane. 
Reflux causes two main symptoms: a burning sensation in the chest 
(heartburn) and acid regurgitation that gives a bitter taste in the mouth 
(acidic food that rises up into the mouth). Heartburn is therefore a 
symptom of gastroesophageal reflux. In fact, the term "heartburn" 
is used to describe gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD). Sometimes 
symptoms, such as a hoarse voice, chronic cough, nausea or bad breath 
are also associated with reflux.

What are the 
main causes of reflux?
• Some foods such as chocolate, 

garlic, mint, alcohol and coffee

• Some medications

• Smoking

• Obesity

• Pregnancy

• Wearing too tight clothes

• Intense physical exercise

• Stress and anxiety 

It would also seem that with age (over 50) 
the "one-way valve" is a little less effective.  
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Possible reflux-related complications 
A mild reflux after meals may be normal. This becomes problematic when 
it causes significant symptoms and decreases quality of life. Among 
other things, when reflux is frequent, the lining of the esophagus suffers 
significant damage that can lead to severe inflammation (esophagitis) or 
even an esophageal ulcer that can, in the worst case, cause digestive 
bleeding. Dental problems can also arise; they are more common in 
people suffering from reflux because of the higher acidity in the mouth.

When should you seek medical attention? 
If you suffer from reflux, you should know that there are certain situations 
where a consultation with a healthcare professional is necessary. Here 
are a few of them:

• Presence of symptoms more than 
three times a week

• Vomiting with blood

• Severe ingestion difficulty

• Abnormal chest pain 
(intense chest pain that radiates 
to the left arm, shoulder, 
back, neck or jaw)

• Black stools

• Unintended weight loss

• Severe cough with blood 
in the sputum

• Symptoms that persist or worsen 
after 2 weeks of treatment
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A few tips to help you  
reduce reflux episodes
Some lifestyle habits can be improved in order to better control GERD 
and heartburn:

• Eat a healthy, low-fat diet.

• Eat small meals frequently, instead of just eating one large meal. 

• Take time to chew food well and eat slowly. 

• Avoid certain foods that can make symptoms worse 
such as coffee, chocolate, fatty and spicy foods, soft drinks, 
citrus fruits, tomatoes, peppermint and spearmint, milk and onions. 
Try to identify the foods that are causing you reflux and avoid 
them as much as possible.

• Drink alcohol in moderation : 
  2 drinks/day 

 Maximum: 10 drinks/week
  3 drinks/day  

 Maximum: 15 drinks/week

• Exercise regularly, as it stimulates digestion.
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• Avoid going to bed or doing any kind of exercise immediately after 
eating, as it can lead to reflux symptoms. It is therefore preferable  
to wait two to three hours after a meal before lying down or 
engaging in strenuous physical activity. 

• Avoid wearing clothing or a belt that is too tight. 

• If you experience reflux symptoms at bedtime, you can raise 
the head of your bed by 15 to 20 cm (6 to 8 inches) and lie 
down preferably on the left side. 

• Maintain a healthy weight. There is evidence that a person 
with a healthy weight is less prone to reflux. 

• If you smoke, quitting will help you greatly, since tobacco interferes 
with the healing of the esophagus and decreases the risk of reflux 
the effectiveness of the "non-return" valve. 

• Some medications can cause heartburn, such as anti-inflammatory 
drugs used to relieve heartburn pain. If you suspect that one of 
your medications is causing your symptoms, talk to your healthcare 
professional. 

• Manage your stress. Try to find a stress-busting activity that works 
for you. For example, relaxation, yoga or daily practice of physical 
activity. This will allow you to better control your reflux symptoms. 

Fiction
Although milk quickly reduces the acidity in the stomach, it provides 
only short-term relief, as the stomach will respond by producing more 
acid. Symptoms will return in a few hours or even minutes. This is called 
acid rebound.

Milk is 
excellent 

for treating 
heartburn.

Fiction 
or fact?
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Over-the-counter products  
to relieve your stomach pain
When symptoms of gastroesophageal reflux disease persist despite 
changes in your lifestyle, there are two types of over-the-counter 
products available: antacids and acidity regulators. 

Antacids
Antacids (including aluminum hydroxide, calcium carbonate and 
magnesium hydroxide) work within minutes. They will neutralize the 
acidity already present in the stomach and thus reduce the burning 
sensation. However, the effect is short-lived. They are mainly used 
for quick relief and when symptoms are mild and occasional. Some 
preparations combine an antacid with a foaming agent (alginic acid) 
which, in contact with the acidity in the stomach, will form a protective 
film on top of the stomach. It is therefore no longer the stomach acid 
that rises up into the esophagus, but rather this protective foam. 

Antacids are available in tablet or suspension (liquid) form. The liquid 
dosage is preferable (despite its sometimes unpleasant taste), 
since it is more effective in neutralizing the acidity in the stomach. 
However, if you choose tablets, it is important to chew them well and 
then drink a small amount of water. Antacids are usually well tolerated, 
but they can still cause some side effects, such as flatulence, constipation, 
diarrhea and bloating. 
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Acidity regulators
Acidity regulators, such as ranitidine and 
famotidine, decrease acid formation by 
blocking the production of acid in the 
stomach. They have a slower onset of 
action than antacids. On the other hand, 
their effect lasts longer. It is generally 
recommended to take them twice a day  
10 to 15 minutes before a meal. These 
products are usually well tolerated.

If your symptoms persist after two weeks of using over-the-counter 
products, consult your healthcare professional. Your pharmacist 
can now prescribe prescription drugs under certain conditions, 
so don't hesitate to seek their advice.

What about reflux and regurgitation 
with infants?
Regurgitation is the return of a small amount of milk (about one ounce, 
30 ml) after breastfeeding or drinking from a bottle. It is painless for 
babies and does not interfere with their growth, since babies will continue 
to gain weight normally. Reflux is more problematic, as babies have pain 
when they regurgitate. Babies then become irritable (crying for several 
hours a day, being inconsolable) and will sometimes refuse to eat, 
resulting in weight loss or very slow weight gain. Unlike regurgitation, 
which usually occurs within minutes of drinking, reflux can occur after 
several hours.

A consultation with a healthcare professional is necessary if your infant:

• Refuses to eat;

• Loses weight or doesn't gain enough weight; 

• Has projectile vomiting;

• Seems unwell or inconsolable .

Antacids and 
acid regulators 

can interact with 
your medications. 

Ask your healthcare 
professional for more 

information.
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Why do infants suffer from reflux or regurgitation? The digestive system 
of newborns is not yet fully mature: the "non-return" valve (sphincter) 
is not fully developed and allows the return of stomach contents to the 
esophagus. These symptoms will last until the child's digestive tract 
is fully developed or until the child can maintain a sitting or standing 
position. Usually this happens before the end of the first year of life.

What can I do to reduce regurgitation?
• Make your baby burp several times while drinking.

• Avoid wearing tight-fitting clothes or tying the diaper too tightly. 

• Give smaller amounts of milk more frequently.

• Avoid abrupt changes in position after drinking.

• If your child is bottle-feeding, choose a nipple 
with a slower flow rate. 

• Unless otherwise recommended by a healthcare professional, 
it is not advisable to change your child's formula.

If the above-mentioned options have failed, other solutions may be 
suggested to you by your healthcare professional. 
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Diarrhea
Every day, the intestine receives nearly nine liters of 
liquid from our food and secretions of the body (saliva, 
digestive juices, bile, etc.). It reabsorbs a very large quantity of it, 
which serves to hydrate us, feed us and provide us with the energy 
we need to function well. What is not absorbed by the intestine 
(about 150 ml) continues on its way to the colon, where it will be 
transformed and evacuated in the form of stool. Sometimes this 
reabsorption system is unbalanced because of an infection (bacteria, 
virus, parasite, gastroenteritis episode, food poisoning), an intestinal 
disease (ulcerative colitis, Crohn's disease), lactose intolerance (sugar 
in milk), stress or the intake of certain medications (e.g. antibiotics). 
This leads to a decrease in the absorption of fluid from the intestine, 
creating diarrhea.

Diarrhea can be defined as frequent stool (usually more than 
three per day) that is more fluid and larger than usual, and may 
be accompanied by abdominal cramps, nausea, vomiting, and 
even fever.

Occasionally, it is normal   
to suffer from diarrhea 

or constipation. However, a 
drastic change in the frequency 

and appearance of your stool 
(blood, pus, foul-smelling odour, 
black coloration) may be a sign 

that you have a disease 
more serious and that you 
need a consultation with a 

healthcare professional. 

Did you 
know…
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A few tips used to prevent diarrhea
• Frequently wash your hands with soap and water 

(especially before eating and during meal preparation).

• Do not drink water that may be contaminated. 

• Check the "best before" date on food.

• Cook your food sufficiently.

• Do not drink unpasteurized milk.

• Wash your fruits and vegetables 
before eating them.

• Properly clean your surfaces and 
your utensils when you are cooking.

• Keep food at the right temperature 
to avoid them to spoil each other.

A few words about gastroenteritis 
Gastroenteritis is a very common infection of the digestive system, 
especially during the winter period. It is most often caused by a virus, 
bacteria or parasite that lodges in the intestine and irritates it, causing 
nausea, vomiting, abdominal cramps and diarrhea. Gastroenteritis is 
highly contagious and is spread through hands, water and food.

Gastroenteritis is usually short-lived; people recover after one to three 
days. Dehydration is the main concern during gastroenteritis. The use 
of rehydration solutions is therefore recommended. Products that stop 
nausea, vomiting and diarrhea should not be used unless advised by 
a healthcare professional, as they prevent the elimination of the germ 
responsible for the infection and prolong the gastroenteritis period. 

Note that a person 
is contagious from 

the start of symptoms 
until about �� hours 
after the symptoms 
have disappeared.
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Symptoms of dehydration
Adults Children

• Increased thirst
• Decrease in the urge to urinate
• Darker colored urine
• Dry mouth
• Headaches
• Dizziness and drowsiness
• Fatigue
• Fainting

• Absence or reduction of tears
• Decrease in urine (less than 

four wet diapers per 24 hours)
• Dryness of the skin, of the mouth 

and tongue
• An increase in thirst
• Pushing in of the fontanelles 

(soft space on the baby's head)
• Recessing of the eyes

Drinking enough water will help prevent dehydration. Unfortunately, 
water alone is not enough to maintain proper hydration. When you have 
diarrhea, the body eliminates a lot of water in the stool, but also other 
elements that are essential for proper functioning of the body, such as 
mineral salts and sugar. This is why there are rehydration solutions, 
which are also called electrolytes. These solutions 
contain an optimal concentration of water, 
salts and sugar, thereby promoting their 
absorption and allowing an adequate 
hydration. 

 

Should we be worried about diarrhea?  
In general, diarrhea tends to be temporary and will last between one and 
two days. It will then disappear on its own without requiring treatment. 
The main concern during episodes of diarrhea is preventing 
dehydration. It is important to know how to recognize the signs of 
dehydration, especially in the elderly and children, for whom dehydration 
has much more serious consequences.

Rehydration solutions 
(e.g., electrolytes) 

do not stop diarrhea, 
but rather help 

to prevent 
dehydration
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The electrolyte solutions are available in powder to be mixed in 
water, ready-to-serve preparations and popsicles. Ready-to-serve 
preparations should not be mixed with juice or other foods.

Use ready-made solutions rather than powde- 
red solutions: a mistake made when 
diluting the powder product could 
cancel the effect of the solution 
As a temporary solution, you could 
use a homemade rehydration recipe, 
making sure not to change any 
of the ingredients and to follow 
the recipe precisely. This recipe is 
only a troubleshooting solution 
and should be replaced with a 
commercial solution as soon as 
possible, as again, a manufacturing 
error could change the absorption of 
the product.  

Rehydration solution should be 
taken as soon as possible to 
prevent dehydration and conti- 
nued until diarrhea is less 
frequent. 

HOMEMADE  

REHYDRATION  

SOLUTION RECIPE*

Boiled water  

cooled 
2 ½  cups (600 ml)

Unsweetened  

orange juice 1 ½ cups (360 ml) 

Table salt ½ tsp (2,5 ml)

Total  
4 cups

Follow exactly the amounts 

indicated and do not change any 

ingredients!  This preparation can be 

kept for 24 hours in the refrigerator. 

*  To be used only as temporary 

or emergency measure.

Do rehydration solutions when vomiting?
Rehydration solutions are absorbed even if you vomit. Take the rehydration 
solution in small amounts (5 ml with a syringe or spoon every two to 
five minutes) until the vomiting stops. Increase the amounts gradually 
until you are able to drink normal amounts of the rehydration solution. 
This also applies to children.
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What quantity of solution do you have to drink?
You cannot drink too much of the rehydration solution. The danger 
is not drinking enough and becoming dehydrated. The hydration 
solution should be drunk as tolerated to prevent dehydration. Children 
should also take rehydration solutions when they have diarrhea. As with 
adults, they can't take too much. Here is what is usually recommended 
for children by age group:

THE RECOMMENDED AMOUNT OF ORAL  
REHYDRATION SOLUTION ACCORDING TO AGE 

Children 6 months of age and under From 30 ml to 90 ml 
(from 1 oz to 3 oz) every hour

Children from 6 to 24 months From 90 ml to 125 ml 
(from 3 oz to 4 oz) every hour

Children over 2 years old From 125 ml to 250 ml 
(from 4 oz to 8 oz) every hour

A few tips to follow 
if you have diarrhea
• Diarrhea, if caused by a virus, is easily spread from person 

to person. To prevent the spread of diarrhea, wash your hands 
frequently and stay home if possible.

• Thoroughly clean clothing and objects soiled by diarrhea 
and vomiting.

• Stop using products containing sugar substitutes 
(sorbitol, mannitol, xylitol) that can make diarrhea worse.

• Avoid fatty and sugary foods, spicy foods, sweets, corn, bran 
(high in fibre) and raw vegetables.

• Restrictive diets, such as "banana, rice, bread and applesauce" 
are not recommended as they do not reduce diarrhea or vomiting 
and do not provide enough energy, thereby delaying healing.
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Over-the-counter products 
to relieve diarrhea
Although unpleasant, in some cases, diarrhea is necessary, since it allows 
bacteria or viruses in the intestine to be eliminated more quickly. This is 
why it is not always recommended to use products that stop diarrhea, 
since they would prevent the body from eliminating the infection. 
If you have a fever, pus or blood in your stool, do not use anti-diarrheal 
medication. The use of non-prescription products in children is generally 
not recommended. Before starting treatment for diarrhea, talk to your 
healthcare provider. 

Fiction
These very sweet drinks may even increase the risk of diarrhea. Avoid 
alcohol, products containing sugar substitutes, coffee, decarbonized (flat) 
soft drinks, and sweetened beverages that can make diarrhea worse. 
It is preferable to use a commercially available rehydration solution 
that is properly formulated.

Decarbonized 
(flat) soft drinks 

can prevent 
dehydration.Fiction 

or fact?
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Most products available to treat diarrhea will slow the movement of the 
intestine and increase the absorption of fluid and food by the intestine.

Loperamide, the most commonly used product to relieve diarrhea, works 
by slowing down the movement of the intestine. It has the advantage of 
acting fairly quickly, between 30 minutes and an hour.

WARNING ! If an intestinal infection, i.e. the presence of stools with 
blood, pus and even fever is suspected, you should avoid taking 
this product.  Refer to your healthcare professional to see if it is right 
for you.

How to use the famous 
“pink drink” 
to relieve 
diarrhea
Some "cure-a l l" 
preparations used 
to treat diarrhea, 
such as bismuth 
subsal icylate, 
contain large 
amounts of an 
acetylsalicylic 
acid derivative 
(Aspir in®).  It 
s h o u l d  b e 
avoided by 
people taking 
anticoagulants, 
children, pregnant 
women or anyone 
allergic to Aspirin®. 
Diarrhea, as well as the use of 
certain medications used to control it, can interfere with the 
absorption of certain drugs. Consult a healthcare professional 
who will be able to assess the situation and advise you on how to 
take your medication.

Surprisingly, fibres, 
such as psyllium, can be used during 

episodes of diarrhea. In fact, when taken 
with a small amount of water, fibres absorb 
water from the stool, which then becomes 

more consistent. Taking fibre at the same time 
as your other medications may interfere with 
their effectiveness. It is there fore customary 

to leave a two-hour interval between 
taking fibre and your other medications. 
The flatulence and abdominal cramps 

caused by fibre, as well as the fact 
that it takes a fairly long time for it 

to take effect, generally make it 
a less attractive choice.

Did you 
know …
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When should you seek medical attention?
If you experience any of the following signs and symptoms, then your 
condition should be assessed by a healthcare professional:

• Intense diarrhea with fever: 38.5°C (101.5°F) or more

• Diarrhea with blood or black stools

• Diarrhea with mucus

• Diarrhea with severe and intensifying abdominal pain

• Diarrhea lasting more than 48 hours

• Presence of dehydration signs

• Diarrhea associated with vomiting for more than four hours

• Diarrhea for more than 72 hours after returning from a trip abroad

• Severe diarrhea (more than six diarrheas) in 24 hours
• Diarrhea in a child who refuses to hydrate
• Diarrhea in a child under six months of ages

Fiction
Even during episodes of diarrhea, more than 60% of what you eat is 
absorbed. Fasting has been shown to prolong diarrhea. It is therefore 
recommended that both adults and children return to a normal diet 
(including dairy products) as soon as possible. Prefer smaller portions 
than usual, but more frequently.

Fiction 
or fact?

It is preferable 
to stop eating 

during episodes 
of diarrhea 
to let the 

bowel rest.
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After an episode of diarrhea, it is normal for the stool to look different 
for up to seven to ten days. This is part of the normal recovery process 
of the bowel.

Fact
Indeed, even if an infant suffers from diarrhea, breastfeeding should 
continue. A rehydration solution can be offered between feeds to replace 
losses caused by diarrhea

Breastfeeding 
should continue 

during an 
episode of 
diarrhea 

in infants.

Fiction 
or fact?
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Constipation
When does it  
become constipation? 
The frequency of bowel movements differs from person to person: for 
some people it is normal to have a bowel movement every three days, 
while others are used to having a bowel movement once a day. What 
you need to understand is that it is not necessary to have a bowel 
movement every day.

Constipation occurs when there is a change in the frequency, 
amount and consistency of stool. It may also be accompanied 
by a feeling of incomplete evacuation, abdominal pain, bloating, 
nausea and vomiting. Generally, constipation will occur after 
three days without a stool.

Constipation can be occasional, for instance during pregnancy or travel, 
or chronic (constipation that has been present for at least six to twelve 
months). In this case, it is important to find the exact cause and treat it in 
order to solve the problem. If left untreated, it can lead to complications 
such as fecal impaction (blockage in the intestine), hemorrhoids and 
even perforation of the intestine.



24

What are the 
main causes of constipation? 
Above all, it is important to understand what constipation is. In a 
simple natural way, the intestine contracts to propel food through the 
digestive tract. This movement is called peristalsis. When the peristalsis 
slows down, stool stays in the intestine longer, resulting in greater 
reabsorption of water. The stool then becomes drier and harder and 
harder to pass, causing constipation. Here are a few situations that can 
lead to constipation:

• Bad eating habits: lack of fiber and fluid

• Change in eating habits: rapid introduction of fibre into the diet

• Physical inactivity

• Stress and anxiety

• To restrain oneself and thereby delay the evacuation of stool; 
this leads to a greater reabsorption of water by a part of the body. 
The stool becomes very hard and difficult to pass. It can cause pain 
during evacuation as well as anal lesions called fissures

• The presence of hemorrhoids or anal fissures (small, painful lesions 
to the anus) since the person restrains themselves from going 
to the bathroom

• Pregnancy

• Certain diseases

• Intestinal obstruction: this type of constipation is peculiar because 
it starts quickly and is associated with vomiting.

• Taking certain medications

• Regular use of some laxatives
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How to relieve and prevent constipation 

by changing your lifestyle habits
The following are a few tips to apply in your daily life to help you have a 
regular stooling:

• Except for special restrictions due to a medical condition, increase 
your fluid intake. It is usually recommended to drink 1.5 to 2 L of 
water per day, which is an equivalence of six to eight cups of water. 

• Avoid drinks containing caffeine or alcohol, 
as they dehydrate.

• Exercise regularly. Exercise helps the bowel 
move, allowing the stool to pass.

• To avoid gas and bloating, gradually increase 
your fibre intake: vegetables, fruit, cereals, etc.

• Don't ignore the urge to have a stool. 

• Adopt a habit: for example, 30 minutes 
after a meal, go to the bathroom, even if you 
don't feel like it. After a meal, the intestines contract naturally to 
move food forward. This routine will help the stool to pass. 

Even upside down 
you can digest! In fact, 

gravity is not at all 
responsible for propelling 

food through the digestive tract. 
It is actually the contraction 

of muscles located along 
the digestive tract that 

triggers digestion.

Did you 
know…
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When should you seek medical care? 
Recognizing warning signs that require consultation with a healthcare 
professional is important:

• Constipation present for more than seven days

• Constipation in a child under two years of age

• Blood or mucus in the stool

• Presence of fever

• Significant abdominal pain

• Vomiting

• Diarrhea alternating with constipation

• Recent abdominal surgery

• Unexplained weight loss

• Small stool (about the width of a pen)

• Rectal or abdominal massage

Which products can be used 
to relieve constipation? 
Are you still suffering from constipation after having changed your 
lifestyle? Luckily, there are non-prescription products available to relieve 
constipation. These products vary in speed of action, side effects and 
method of administration (oral or rectal, powder, liquid, suppository, 
enema or tablets). 

Consult your healthcare professional before using a laxative, as this 
product may be contraindicated due to your other medications and 
health problems. 

Fibre such as psyllium must be taken with a sufficient amount of water, 
otherwise you will get the opposite effect, i.e. constipation!

WARNING: The use of certain types of laxatives can make your 
intestines lazy. It is therefore important to consult a healthcare 
professional before using laxatives
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Constipation in children
Constipation is a common symptom in children. As in adults, intestinal 
regularity varies from one child to another. A child is constipated 
when there is a change in his or her normal habits: stools are less 
frequent than usual and he or she has difficulty evacuating them 
because they are too hard and dry. The child, when going to the toilet, 
may appear to be pushing to expel a stool, when in fact they are holding 
themselves back, as passing the stool hurts. The causes of constipation 
in children are similar to those found in adults:

• Low-fibre diet

• Lack of physical activity

• Taking certain medications

• Fear of going to the bathroom because 
the child is in pain when passing stool

• Difficult toilet training

• Change in daily routine (travel, start of school age)

• Illness

• Change in diet 
(switch to formula, solid food, introduction of cow's milk)

In order to help your child, you can start by establishing a routine by 
sitting them on the toilet seat for three to five minutes twice a day, 
preferably after a meal. Remember to offer them a small stool for their 
feet so that they have good support to facilitate the push. Favour a 
varied and high-fibre diet. Replace juice, which does 
not contain fibre, with some fruit. Make sure your 
child gets the right amount of dairy products for 
their age.
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A child who consumes too many dairy products will no longer be hungry 
and will not eat enough of the other foods that are necessary for the 
proper functioning of their intestines. If, despite all of these measures, 
your child still suffers from constipation, consult a healthcare professional 
who can advise you on the use of certain products.

Consult a healthcare professional 
if your child:

• Has blackish stools, 
or blood in the stool.

• Stool less than usual for 
the past two weeks

• Is clean, but has accidental stool 
loss in their underwear

• Has severe abdominal cramps

When our stomach 
is empty, it occupies 
a volume of about  

three tablespoons  
and can increase 

to more than 
eight cups  

after a large meal.

Did you 
know…

If it were possible 
to unfold and 

lay the small intestine 
flat, it would cover 

a tennis court.
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Hemorrhoids
It's very embarrassing to suffer from hemorrhoids. But 
don't worry, it's very common! In fact, more than one person 
in two will suffer from it at least once in their lives. This condition affects 
both men and women, especially between the ages of 45 and 65.

Hemorrhoids can be caused by a number of factors:

• Constipation

• Diarrhea

• Advanced age

• Obesity

• Sitting too long

• Transportation of heavy objects

• Practice of bodybuilding

Pregnant women are more likely to suffer from hemorrhoids. This 
is because as the baby grows, the pressure on the organs inside the 
woman's belly increases, resulting in hemorrhoids. Also, the efforts 
made during childbirth contribute to the condition. Fortunately, once 
the pregnancy is over, everything should fall back in order.

What is a hemorrhoid?
The anus is full of blood vessels; they are called hemorrhoidal veins: 
everyone has them. During defecation, these veins dilate to facilitate 
the passage of stool. When a person suffers a hemorrhoidal attack, 
the hemorrhoidal veins remain abnormally dilated and cause significant 
discomfort.
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Hemorrhoids are classified as 
follows (see image):

• EXTERNAL 
It is located on the 
outer wall of the anus 
and it is very painful.

• INTERNAL 
It is inside the anus. Most of 
the time it does not cause 
pain; however, bloating in the 
rectum may be felt after bowel movements. Internal hemorrhoids 
are classified into several degrees according to their severity.

What are the symptoms? 
If a hemorrhoid attack occurs, you may experience one or more of the 
following symptoms:

• Tingling, itching, swelling and burning sensation in the anus
• Pain or discomfort during defecation
• Presence of blood during defecation or on the toilet paper 

after defecation
• Feeling of having a mass in the anus

If the pain in the hemorrhoid becomes very 
severe, a blood clot may have formed 
inside the hemorrhoid. This is called 
hemorrhoidal thrombosis, the main 
complication of hemorrhoids. It is 
extremely painful, but not dangerous. 
After about one to two weeks, the 
symptoms will disappear. Simply use  
fecal emollients to make the passage 
of stool less painful. In addition, using 
painkillers can help you cope with the pain until 
it's gone again. Don't hesitate to consult your healthcare professional!

Internal hemorrhoids

External hemorrhoids

Fecal emollients 
are medications that 
help soften stool by 

absorbing fat and water.
These are very 
mild laxatives.
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Some tips to prevent 
hemorrhoids
• Avoid constipation by eating fibre and drinking plenty of water 

to maintain your regularity. 
• Avoid strenuous exercise during bowel movements and 

avoid delaying bowel movements. 
• Make sure you spend a maximum of one to two minutes 

sitting on the toilet. (Forget about the habit of reading your 
newspaper or electronic tablet while sitting on the toilet).

• Be physically active and avoid long periods of sitting or standing.

Relieve hemorrhoids
Hemorrhoid attacks usually last only a few days. The various symptoms 
can be relieved with simple measures or with non-prescription products. 
Don't hesitate to consult your healthcare professional! 

• Take baths or sitz baths with lukewarm water. 
Be careful not to prolong the bath too much.  

• Wash the anus area after each bowel movement with soap 
and water (there are specially designed cleaning and soothing 
wipes available).

• Apply cold compresses to hemorrhoids.
• Put ointment on hemorrhoids. 

Warning: When applying the ointment, it is important 
to use it according to the manufacturer's or your healthcare 
professional's recommendations.
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When should you seek medical care? 
There are some situations that require medical treatment; it is suggested 
that you consult your doctor in the following situations: 

• When you have to replace the external hemorrhoid manually.
• In the presence of blood and 

one of the following characteristics:
 - If defecation is painful
 - If the blood is present 

 in very large quantities
 - If the blood is dark in color
 - If blood is regularly present
• The presence of hemorrhoids 

in a child under 12 years of age 
• The presence of hemorrhoids 

for more than 7 days

If you are worried or unsure, don't hesitate to talk to your healthcare 
professional. He or she will be able to guide you. 

A bleeding anus 
can be a sign 

of a more complex 
health problem.
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Flatulence

DiseasesDrugs

 Fatty foods

Foods rich in  
carbohydrates 

(sugars) 
and fibre

Sugar  
substitutes 
(such as maltitol  

and sorbitol)

Lactose 
intolerance 
(dairy products)

Slower 
digestion

Flatulence
Whether noisy, silent, odorless or smelly, flatulence is 
annoying. And yet, they are part of the normal process 
of digestion and are a sign that the digestive system is working properly. 
Flatulence occurs when there is excess gas in the intestine. This gas 
comes mainly from the digestion and fermentation of food by bacteria in 
the intestine. Air swallowed during meals, while chewing gum or smoking 
can also cause flatulence.

What are the major causes 
of this excessive intestinal gas? 
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A few tips for better control of 
your flatulence problems
• Identify foods that cause gas and try to avoid or reduce them. 

Complete elimination of a food is rarely desirable. If you suspect 
lactose or gluten intolerance, a consultation with a nutritionist 
would be preferable.

• Gradually increase your fibre intake. Increasing the amount 
of fibre in your diet too quickly could lead to overproduction 
of gas and bloating.

• Encourage daily physical activity.
• Eat slowly and take the time to chew your food well.

What products can be used 
to relieve flatulence? 
Sometimes, flatulence can be really annoying. There are two types of 
over-the-counter products you could use. 
Category 1: Prevention is better than a cure…
When planning to eat a meal containing foods that promote gas 
production, such as legumes, green vegetables and whole grains, there 
is a product based on a natural enzyme (alpha-galactosidase) that 
makes these foods easier to digest, thereby reducing gas production. 
In order to obtain the maximum effect, the product should be taken 
with the first bite of your meal and not be mixed with food that is 
too hot. 

Category 2: Oops I forgot!
Products based on simethicone do not reduce or prevent the production 
of gases, but facilitate their elimination once present. They can be taken 
regardless of meals.
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When should you seek medical advice? 
Although it is a sign of good bowel health, flatulence that recurs regularly, 
lasts for one to two weeks or is accompanied by weight loss, fever, 
diarrhea or severe abdominal pain requires assessment by a healthcare 
professional.
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It is necessary to first understand that the intestine is colonized by 
approximately 10,000 to 100,000 billion bacteria that are essential for 
digestion. This is called the intestinal flora. This can be destabilized, 
for example after the use of antibiotics. When this happens, there are 
no longer enough "good bacteria" in the intestine, giving the microbes a 
chance to create an infection.
Probiotics have been trending for several years now! They are credited 
with various properties: preventing and treating infectious diarrhea in 
both adults and children (such as gastroenteritis or traveler's diarrhea), 
preventing and treating diarrhea associated with the use of antibiotics, 
improving the immune system, and so on. Actually, probiotics are a 
concentrate of live "good bacteria.” They could restore the balance of 
the intestinal flora by providing new bacteria, thus preventing infections 
and maintaining good digestion. However, further studies are needed to 
prove their effectiveness. Probiotics are available in capsule, powder or 
yogurt form.
Do you think probiotics could be 
good for you? Then ask your 
healthcare professional 
to help you choose 
the right product! Probiotics and antibiotics 

should be taken about 
two hours apart. In fact, 

if you take both at the same time, 
the antibiotic will destroy 

the good bacteria in your probiotic, 
thereby cancelling its effectiveness. 

Probiotics should be taken 
as soon as the antibiotic 

treatment begins and continue 
for up to two weeks after 
the end of the treatment. 

Did you 
know …

A few words about probiotics
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Canadian Digestive Heatlh Foundation 
www.cdhf.ca

Caring for Kids 
www.caringforkids.cps.ca

Familiprix 
www.familiprix.com

GI Society 
www.badgut.org

Naître et grandir 
www.naitreetgrandir.net

Sources  and useful links
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Notes
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1Only pharmacists are responsible for the professional activities of the pharmacy practice. 
They use various tools such as the PSST! (Plan to Stay in Shape Today) program.

Plan to Stay in Shape Today

How does the digestive system work? 

Heartburn and acid reflux 

Diarrhea 

Constipation 

Hemorrhoids 

Flatulence 

A few words about probiotics 

Sources and useful links 

In this 
guide


