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As women go through the menopause transition, many experience a wide range of 
symptoms, including the more commonly discussed hot flushes and night sweats. At this 
time, many women also experience symptoms relating to digestive health, which may 
be overlooked. There are many possible causes of gut symptoms and it is still not certain 
how the hormone changes related to menopause may affect gut health.

This factsheet provides information about the connection between hormonal changes and 
gut health, but it’s important to remember that the onset of new, persistent gastrointestinal 
symptoms can be linked with multiple conditions, including autoimmune diseases, 
and ovarian and bowel cancer, and they should always be discussed with a healthcare 
professional.

Hormonal changes and digestive health 
Menopause is characterised by the decline of estrogen and progesterone, two key hormones 
that regulate various body systems. These hormonal fluctuations affect every organ in the 
body, including the gut, and may lead to digestive discomfort and other digestive symptoms, 
including acid reflux, abdominal pain, bloating, constipation and diarrhoea.

Preliminary findings from a 2024 survey of 564 women, between 44 and 73 years of age, 
revealed the following statistics: (findings from MSc Dietetic student project at Teesside 
University)

•	 94% reported experiencing digestive health issues during menopause
•	 Of these, 38% experienced digestive symptoms for the first time with the onset of 

perimenopause, underlining a potential link between hormonal fluctuations and gut 
health

•	 The most commonly experienced symptom was bloating, affecting 77% of 
participants

•	 Patients also reported other symptoms, including constipation (54%), stomach pain 
(50%), and acid reflux (49%)

Further research is needed to establish a clear link between hormonal changes and gut 
symptoms however, and any persistent changes in bowel habits should always be reported 
to your healthcare professional.

The gut-brain axis
The gut and brain communicate through a network called the gut-brain axis. Hormonal 
changes during menopause, particularly the decline of estrogen, can influence the gut 
microbiome and this communication - leading to digestive symptoms. 

Digestive health and menopause
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Stress and anxiety, which are often heightened during menopause, can also exacerbate gut 
issues, triggering flare-ups of Irritable Bowel Syndrome. Managing stress through relaxation 
techniques, yoga and mindfulness can have a positive impact on both mental and digestive 
health.

Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS) 
IBS is a chronic gastrointestinal disorder that can become more prominent for some women 
during menopause. Symptoms include abdominal pain, changes in bowel movements, 
bloating, and urgency to use the bathroom. IBS affects up to 20% of the population, with 
women twice as likely to be diagnosed as men. IBS is not a disease, it’s a collection of 
symptoms which is diagnosed once other conditions and diseases have been ruled out by a 
healthcare professional.

In menopause, the drop in estrogen and progesterone may disrupt the gut-brain axis, leading 
to changes in gut motility (the way the gut moves food), increased sensitivity to gut pain, 
and alterations in the gut microbiome. These factors contribute to IBS symptoms. Trying a 
probiotic supplement may be helpful in bringing some relief. 

Menopausal women with IBS may need to adopt additional strategies to manage symptoms. 
One approach is the low-FODMAP diet, which restricts fermentable carbohydrates found in 
foods such as onions, garlic, and certain fruits and vegetables. This diet can help identify food 
triggers, but should only be undertaken under the supervision of a registered dietitian. 

Pelvic floor health
Pelvic floor dysfunction can also contribute to digestive issues, such as constipation and 
incontinence. The pelvic floor muscles, located at the base of the pelvis, help support the 
bladder, bowel, and uterus. Weak or overactive pelvic floor muscles can lead to problems 
such as constipation, difficulty controlling bowel movements, and incomplete evacuation.

Pelvic floor exercises can help strengthen these muscles and improve digestive function. A 
pelvic health physiotherapist can provide tailored exercises to suit your specific needs.

Digestive symptoms in menopause
Digestive symptoms during menopause can vary greatly, but often include the following:

•	 Abdominal pain Often due to trapped gas, which may accompany bloating and a 
feeling of urgency.

•	 Bloating Caused by a build-up of gas, bloating can be uncomfortable and is often 
linked to hormonal changes.

•	 Changes in bowel movements Some women may experience constipation, while 
others have diarrhoea. These changes can also alternate over time. Any persistent 
change in bowel habits should always be reported to your healthcare professional.

•	 Constipation Often a result of slower gut transit times, especially in women who 
have experienced digestive issues prior to menopause.

•	 Diarrhoea This can occur due to an increase in gut motility or sensitivity to certain 
foods.
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However, while these symptoms are common, please contact a healthcare professional if 
symptoms are persistent and severe. Additionally, in line with current NHS guidance, please 
seek urgent assistance if you experience sudden, severe abdominal pain. Severe pain in a 
particular area of your abdomen may be a sign of a more serious problem requiring urgent 
medical attention.

Top tips to manage digestive symptoms
Some practical strategies to help manage common digestive symptoms during menopause 
include:
1. Eat regularly and mindfully

•	 Avoid long gaps between meals.
•	 Focus on eating slowly and chewing food well to aid digestion.

2. Stay hydrated
•	 Drink at least eight glasses of water per day to help with digestion and prevent 

constipation.
3. Manage fibre intake

•	 Some women benefit from reducing high-fibre foods like wholemeal bread, while 
others may need to increase their intake of soluble fibre from sources like oats and 
fruits.

•	 Work with a registered dietitian to determine the right amount of fibre for your needs.
4. Reduce trigger foods

•	 Fatty foods, caffeine, alcohol, and spicy meals can trigger digestive symptoms. Try to 
limit their consumption to avoid bloating and acid reflux.

5. Consider probiotics
•	 Probiotics can help maintain a healthy gut microbiome. If you choose to take a 

probiotic supplement, follow the manufacturer’s instructions and monitor the effects 
for at least four weeks. 

•	 Always choose probiotics recommended by GPs, Dietitians and Gastroenterologists.
6. Manage stress

•	 As stress can worsen digestive symptoms, consider stress-reduction techniques such 
as yoga, breathing exercises, and mindfulness to support gut health.

Dietary tips for digestive health
Diet plays a crucial role in managing digestive symptoms during menopause and you can 
support gut health by:

•	 Eating a variety of plant-based foods Including fruits, vegetables, whole grains, 
and legumes to nourish your gut bacteria.

•	 Limiting processed foods Reducing sugar, refined carbohydrates, and processed 
fats can help prevent bloating and other digestive discomfort.

•	 Incorporating fermented foods Yogurt, kefir, and sauerkraut are rich in beneficial 
bacteria that support gut health.

•	 Staying hydrated Drinking plenty of water helps digestion and prevents 
constipation.
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Exercise and digestive health
Regular physical activity can improve digestive function by stimulating gut motility. Exercise 
also reduces stress and supports overall wellbeing. Gentle exercises such as walking, 
swimming, and yoga can be particularly beneficial.

Yoga and digestive health
Some yoga postures can help alleviate digestive discomfort, such as bloating and 
constipation. These poses help massage the abdominal organs, stimulate digestion, and relax 
the body. These postures include:

•	 child pose
•	 seated twist
•	 knees-to-chest pose

Summary
Digestive health is a vital aspect of wellbeing during menopause, yet it is often overlooked. 
Moreover, more research is needed to fully understand the relationship between hormonal 
changes and digestive health. This is particularly true for conditions like IBS which affect many 
menopausal women but are often under-diagnosed.

By recognising the connection between hormonal changes and gut health, women can 
take proactive steps to manage symptoms. Whether through dietary changes, stress 
management, or medical consultation, addressing digestive health during menopause can 
improve quality of life. Don’t suffer in silence.

Useful Contacts
National Health Service (NHS) | Irritable Bowel Syndrome 
www.nhs.uk/conditions/irritable-bowel-syndrome

National Health Service (NHS) | Stomach ache
www.nhs.co.uk

Guts Charity
www.gutscharity.org.uk 

The IBS Network
www.theibsnetwork.org 

Pelvic, Obstetric and Gynaecological Physiotherapy | Patient Information
www.the pogp.co.uk/patient_information  

Women’s Health Concern | Nutrition in Menopause Factsheet
www.womens-health-concern.org
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Women’s Health Concern is the patient arm of the BMS
We provide independent advice to inform and reassure women  
about their gynaecological, sexual and post reproductive health. 

www.womens-health-concern.org


