
Beat
the

bloat

 
SHOULD YOU SEE A GP?How can you tell if your tummy troubles are symptomatic of something serious? “With irritable bowel syndrome, you can have constipation, diarrhoea, pain and excessive gas,” says Professor Bolin. “With Crohn’s or coeliac disease,  you might experience tiredness, anaemia or weight loss – all 

signs you should see a 
doctor.”

IF YOU LIVE IN CONSTANT    
fear that someone will ask when your  
baby is due when the only thing you really 
have in your belly is a burrito, you’re not 
alone. Research by The Gut Foundation 
found that 45 per cent of Australian women 
experience abdominal bloating, and one  
in four deals with that puffer-fish feeling 
several times a week – or even daily. So,  
ah, what exactly is going on in there? 

“Bloating is usually due to distension of 
the bowel by gas,” explains Professor Terry 
Bolin, gastroenterologist and president of 
The Gut Foundation. “Bloating can occur in 
the small intestine where about three litres 
of carbon dioxide gas are produced during 
the course of the day, or in the colon where 
up to 20 litres of gas are produced each 
day. The muscular activity in the bowel  
that moves the air downwards might not  
be working perfectly, so gas gets trapped 
and causes a sensation of bloating.” 

Although bloating isn’t generally 
something to worry about, it can be 
uncomfortable and even painful. “It can  
be socially and professionally disabling  
for about 30 per cent of people, most of 
whom are women,” says Professor Bolin.

Had your fill? Everything from your 
healthy green salads to your morning latte 
could be to blame. Get a load of these 
hidden bloating triggers…

 Clogged plumbing
Difficulty passing bowel movements is one 
of the most common causes of bloating. 
“You have this situation where you need to 
increase your fibre intake to overcome the 
constipation, but as fibre is a source of gas 
you’re likely to aggravate the bloating,” 
explains Professor Bolin. “So you should 
increase it slowly over several weeks.”

 Your menu
“The most common sources of food 
intolerances are FODMAPs, which is an 
acronym for fermentable oligosaccharides, 

disaccharides, monosaccharides and 
polyols,” says accredited practicing 
dietitian Melanie McGrice 
(melaniemcgrice.com.au). “This 
includes lactose intolerance, with 
dairy products like milk and 
ice-cream causing the biggest 
problems, and fructose 
malabsorption, in which bread  
and apples are major culprits.”

But before you embark on a 
strict, fun-free diet, McGrice has 
good news: “There’s no reason to cut 
out an entire food group as a result of 
a food intolerance because you’ll usually 
only have problems with certain foods 
within a group,” she explains. “You may 
want to do a wash-out period to reduce 
your symptoms, but after that, you can 
slowly reintroduce those foods under 
supervision to rebuild your tolerance.”

 Green veggie overload
Beans, cabbage, broccoli and Brussels 
sprouts can all leave you feeling more 
inflated than a fit ball. “If you eat modest 
amounts they shouldn’t cause you any 
problems, but cut back if you eat a lot and 
find yourself bloated,” says Professor Bolin. 

 Fat and caffeine
Here’s another reason to cut back on  
those indulgent full-cream lattes and 
sneaky hot chips: they can wreak havoc  
on your digestive system. “Often, it’s the 
fat in dairy products that interferes with  
the muscular activity of the bowel and 
causes bloating rather than the lactose,” 
explains Professor Bolin. “And caffeine can 
have the same effect, so avoid having too 
many cups of coffee or energy drinks.”

 Fake sugar
Swallowing air – while drinking bubbly 
beverages, chewing gum or eating too 
quickly – is often cited as a cause of 
bloating, but Professor Bolin is sceptical. 

“Air is rapidly absorbed from the  
stomach, so I don’t think it contributes 
much to bloating,” he explains.

However, the artificial sweetener 
sorbitol that’s found in many diet soft 
drinks and sugar-free chewing gum could 
cause your belly to bulge. “Sorbitol is a 
FODMAP and can be problematic for 
some people,” says McGrice. 

 The pressure tank
If your stomach balloons every time you’re 
under the pump at work, it’s not just down 
to the sweet treats you munch on to get 
you through the late nights. “There’s a very 
close connection between the brain and 
the gut, so anxiety and stress will aggravate 
bloating,” explains Professor Bolin.

 Your cycle
Feeling like a beached whale a few days 
before you get your period is normal, but 
the idea that it’s due to water retention is a 
myth. “There’s an interaction between your 
gut hormones and reproductive hormones, 
so bloating is often worse premenstrually,” 
says Professor Bolin. “We can’t explain it, 
but it’s a very real phenomenon.” It seems 
we’ll just have to ride this one out, ladies. 

5 REDUCE YOUR 
STRESS

Take 10 minutes out of 
your day to practise 

deep-breathing 
exercises or do a short 

meditation session 
during your lunch hour 
– your mind and tum 

will thank you. 

1 INCREASE YOUR 
FIBRE INTAKE

Start gradually adding 
foods that are high in 
dietary fibre to your 

daily diet, such as 
wholegrain cereals, 
wholemeal bread, 

brown rice, and fresh 
fruit and vegetables.

3 TRY PROBIOTICS
These friendly bacteria 
are available in capsule, 
tablet or powder form 
and could boost your 
digestive health. But 
they’re all different, 
says Professor Bolin.  
“If one doesn’t work  
for you, try another.”

2 AVOID YOUR 
FOOD TRIGGERS

If you know a soft serve 
ice-cream or pizza will 

come back to haunt 
you, try to steer clear. 
But before you cut out 
food groups, see your 

doctor or a dietitian for 
an accurate diagnosis. 

4 GET MOVING
Although hitting the 
gym won’t magically 
shrink your belly, it 

could help relieve the 
constipation that’s 

causing your bloating. 
Turn to page 52 for our 

digestion-boosting 
yoga workout.

5 WAYS TO BURST THE BUBBLE 
Now you know what’s causing it, here’s how to shut bloating down
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Eat fit

So over your swollen tummy? We  
hear you. Our expert advice will help 

you figure out how to fight that 
bloated feeling


