
Welcome to Essentials for Health—the monthly newsletter of Bellin For Women. You want to 

take a more active role in your own health, and this is just one of the ways we like to help. This 

newsletter is your go-to for all kinds of health-related information, from wellness education to 

health topics in the news to recipes that are good for you and yet somehow taste good, too.

But it’s more than that. It’s also your connection to BFW. Bellin For Women is a true community 

of women working to support each other, and maybe even have some fun, on our path to 

better health. Essentials for Health puts all that energy in your inbox every month to keep you 

encouraged and motivated to make every day happier and healthier.
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Digestive Health

CONNECT THE DOTS: YOUR DIGESTIVE SYSTEM AND FEELING 

HEALTHY

Your digestive system has a very big job–processing and converting 

food into nutrients your body uses for energy, growth and cell repair, 

then getting rid of the waste. The digestive system starts with:

• Mouth: The port of entry for digestion.

• Esophagus: This tube flexes its muscles to transport food to 

your stomach.

• Stomach: Your most famous digestive organ temporarily 

stores food and then breaks it down.

• Small intestine: At 22 feet long, most of your digestion occurs 

here.

• Large intestine or colon: Its bacteria breaks down certain 

leftover foods, and that process releases gas. 

• Rectum: This last portion of your large intestine stores your 

stool until sphincter muscles expel it.

• Anus: It sounds like a planet, but this external opening of 

your rectum completes the digestive process that the mouth 

began.

HOW YOUR OTHER ORGANS PLAY A ROLE

• Liver: It stores energy as glycogen and secretes bile through 

ducts into the small intestine. Bile carries toxins and waste 

and helps you digest and absorb fats.

• Pancreas: This gland’s digestive enzymes help regulate your 

glucose, or blood sugar, levels.

• Gallbladder: It stores bile before transport into the small 

intestine. (You don’t need your gallbladder.)

WHEN YOUR GI GOES AWRY

Digestive diseases affect about 70 million Americans. Digestive 

cancers are among the most common forms of cancer, with 

colorectal cancer the third most common in both men and 

women. 

Women report the following three digestive problems more 

frequently than men. 

1. IRRITABLE BOWEL SYNDROME, OR IBS:

IBS is actually a group of symptoms that usually occur together, 

including abdominal cramping, pain, bloating and bowel 

changes. It doesn’t damage the GI tract or lead to cancer and is 

twice as common in women. 

Causes may include:
• Brain-gut signals: Recent research points to differences in 

brain structure in some people with IBS. Stress and lifetime 

psychological or emotional problems can also trigger IBS.

• GI motor problems: Slow motility—the contraction of the 

muscles that mix and propel contents in the GI tract—can 

➤ For more information, visit: https://www.bellin.org/services_programs/digestive-health

cause constipation, while fast motility can cause diarrhea.

• Food sensitivity: Carbohydrate-rich, spicy or fatty foods, 

alcohol and coffee may trigger IBS.

Risk factors may include:
• Young age: Symptoms begin before age 35 for nearly 50 

percent of patients.

• Family history

2. GALLSTONES

Stones form in the gallbladder—the size of a grain of sand or a 

golf ball. Gallstones occur in nearly 25 percent of women in the 

U.S. by age 60 and as many as 50 percent by age 75.

Causes may include:
• An imbalance in bile substances, including too much:

 › Cholesterol: A type of fat in your blood that’s made by 

the liver

 › Bilirubin: A yellowish pigment formed when old red 

blood cells break down

Risk factors may include:
• Being over 40

• Increased estrogen levels from:

 › Pregnancy, birth control pills or hormone therapy

• Obesity: It hinders the gallbladder from emptying.

• Family history

• Native American or Mexican-American ethnicity

• Quick weight loss: Broken-down fat secretes extra cholesterol 

into bile.

• Diabetes: Triglyceride levels may increase and encourage 

gallstone development.

• Diet: High-cholesterol, high-fat and low-fiber diets increase 

risk.

Gallstone attacks typically occur after heavy meals and at night, 

often with upper right abdominal pain. Stones are usually silent 

but when blockages occur, call your healthcare provider if you 

have:
• Pain for more than five hours

• Nausea and vomiting

• Any fever or chills

• Skin or whites of your eyes turning yellow ( jaundice)

• Tea-colored urine and light-colored stools

3. AUTOIMMUNE DISORDERS

• Inflammatory bowel disease, or IBD: This chronic inflammation 

of the digestive tract is also a risk factor for colon cancer. IBD 

includes:

 › Crohn’s disease

 › Ulcerative colitis

(continue)
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 › Celiac disease: It is intolerance to the gluten found in 

wheat, rye and barley.

 › Autoimmune hepatitis: The body’s immune system 

attacks and damages liver cells.

 › Primary biliary cirrhosis: This condition slowly destroys 

the bile ducts.

They’re thought of as a misguided attack on your own body and, 

in general, can cause a change in bowel habits, fatigue or fever.

Risk factors include:
• Being of childbearing age

• Family history

• Environmental exposures: Sunlight, solvents and viral 

infections

• A member of certain racial and ethnic groups

TOP TEN TIPS FOR GI TRACT HEALTH

1. Drink Up: We all need at least eight cups of fluids every day. 

Cheers!

2. Keep Things Moving: Yes, physical activity helps digestion, 

blood flow and internal muscle tone.

3. High Five That Fiber: Try for at least 25 grams a day from 

fruits, legumes, nuts and seeds, or supplements as a last 

choice.

4. Not That Fat!: Fats may slow digestion and, of course, 

contribute to weight gain and even cancer. Daily fat should 

be no more than 30 percent of calories, ideally mono- and 

polyunsaturated fat sources versus saturated fat.

5. Trim Your Tummy: Extra padding around your middle may 

encourage burping and heartburn.

6. Count to 20: Chew your food many times for proper 

digestion and to feel full. Also, eat smaller meals more often.

7. Stress Less: This troublemaker can incite IBS, ulcers and 

other problems. Work out, meditate, do yoga and take time 

to chill.

8. Stop Smoking: The risks are just too great.

9. Be a Probiotic Proponent: Good bacteria, or microorganisms, 

join forces to aid digestion and battle bad bacteria.

10. Listen to Your Gut: It will tell you when something is wrong.

GASTROESOPHAGEAL REFLUX DISEASE (GERD)

When food or fluid containing stomach acid comes back up 

from your stomach into your throat more than twice a week—not 

vomiting—you may have reflux. It usually causes heartburn, or a 

burning sensation in your chest and throat. Reflux is caused by 

abnormal relaxation of the muscle band around the bottom part 

of your esophagus—it relaxes when it shouldn’t, with a backwash 

of acid.

Risk factors include:

• Hiatal hernias

• Obesity

• Pregnancy

• Medications

• Smoking, or inhaling secondhand smoke

Screening for GI disorders:

Your healthcare provider may recommend certain diagnostic 

tests. You’ll learn the pluses and minuses of each and how you’ll 

be kept comfortable during all of them. Any discomfort is a minor 

inconvenience if it saves your life.

https://www.bellin.org/services_programs/digestive-health


➤ For more information, visit: https://www.bellin.org/services_programs/general_surgery

Protect Your  
Bottom Line
Kate Eastman, Advanced Practice Nurse Practitioner,  
Bellin Health Surgical Associates 

March is Colorectal Cancer Awareness month. Colorectal 

cancer, also known as colon cancer, is a cancer of the 

large intestine and/or the rectum. Colon cancers can 

develop from polyps that grow larger and can eventually 

transform into a cancer.  

Colorectal cancer is the third most common cancer 

diagnosed annually in both men and women and the 

second leading cause of death among cancers. In 2017, 

there were an estimated 1,348,087 people living with 

colorectal cancer in the United States. This highlights 

the need for screening and early detection. The earlier 

a colon cancer is detected and treated, the better the 

chances of it not coming back. Colonoscopy remains the 

primary method of colon cancer screening in the United 

States. There are other screening options available, so 

talk to your provider about what screening options are  

best for you.

Colon cancer screening begins at age 50 for most 

people. And while we have seen the incidence of 

colon cancer decline over the last couple of years, the 

incidence and death rates have increased in those aged 

20-49. It is unclear why we are seeing a rise in colon 

cancer at an earlier age. This prompted the American 

Cancer Society to revise its recommendation to start 

colon cancer screening as early as age 45 instead of 50. 

And in some cases, as early as 40 in those with a family 

history of colon cancer. It is important for you to talk to 

your provider about when is the best time for you to start 

the screening process. 

What are the risk factors for colorectal cancer?  

• Older age

• Smoking

• Excessive alcohol intake

• Obesity

• History of polyps or irritable bowel disorders

• Family or personal history of colon cancer

• Some inherited genetic changes

How do I lower my risks?  

• Eat well

• Exercise

• Avoid alcohol and smoking

• Know your family health history

• Get your screening tests done

So, during this month dedicated to colorectal cancer 

awareness, please take some time to think about those loved 

ones who may be due for their screening. If you are due for 

yours, please talk to your provider and get that screening 

scheduled. Or if you or someone you know are having 

symptoms concerning for colorectal cancer, talk to your 

provider and be evaluated now.    

https://www.bellin.org/services_programs/general_surgery


It’s 10 am on a Tuesday. You’re pretty sure your preschooler has 
pinkeye, but your car is in the shop, and your other transportation 
options are nil. What do you do?

Not so long ago, you’d have been out of luck. But thanks to 
rapidly evolving technology, you can now conduct an online 
visit with your child’s pediatrician, getting the answers you need 
quickly—and without even leaving the house.

Welcome to the virtual visit, an electronic option that offers the 
same quality care and second-to-none patient experience you’ve 
come to expect from Bellin in the privacy and convenience of 
your home. Choose an e-visit or video visit, depending on your 
concern and the nature of your (or your kiddo’s) symptoms. 

“While the COVID-19 pandemic has been challenging in many 
ways, it has also led us to quickly innovate in the area of virtual 
visits, greatly expanding our offerings and the quality of services 
we can provide virtually,” said Kathy Kerscher, Bellin Health Vice 
President of Primary Care. “In-person visits are safe and remain a 
great option, but for many patients the convenience of an e-visit 
or video visit simply can’t be beat. We are happy to offer a variety 
of options to best meet the healthcare needs of those we serve.”

E-visits and video visits can be used to treat a variety of 
conditions from allergies to pinkeye, stomach flu, diarrhea and 
yes, COVID-19. You can also choose a video visit for issues 
related to depression and anxiety. Of particular note with this 
month’s newsletter focus on GI and digestion, Bellin Health 
Gastroenterology Associates offers video visits. You can even 
see your Physical Therapist virtually or get a virtual consultation 
at Bellin Health Titletown’s walk-in training room. 

The key to the works is your MyBellin account, which allows 
you to schedule and complete your virtual visit via a secure 
online portal. It’s free and easy to sign up for your account at 
MyBellin.org, and in addition to virtual visits, this is a great way 
to communicate with your provider, manage your appointments, 
view test results, pay your bill and more. This MyBellin activation 
page makes it easy to get started. 

Since October 2020, Bellin has conducted 23,000 video visits 
across the system, including both primary and specialty care. 
Bellin now averages 5,400 such visits per month, a marked 
increase from 2,500 per month in June of 2020—and just five 
per month in October of 2019. 

“It’s a new way of approaching how we serve our patients, 
and although we’re not seeing each other in person, these 
virtual visits—especially the live video visits—truly continue to 
foster that connection between provider and patient,” said Dr. 
Rachael Vanden Langenberg, Family Medicine and Primary 
Care Physician at Bellin Health Bellevue. “This technology will 
continue to be a great option for care, and I look forward to 
seeing where we go from here.”

➤ For more information, visit: https://www.bellin.org/appointments-registration/mybellinhealth/virtual-visits

Go Virtual! Online Appointment Options 
Offer Convenience, Flexibility

E-VISITS
An e-visit is a questionnaire you fill out and submit online through 
your MyBellinHealth account. You’ll receive a response within two 
hours. E-visits are offered seven days/week, 6:00 am – 10:00 pm.

E-visits can be used for things like allergies, urinary tract infections, 
pink eye, sinus/cold symptoms, vaginal yeast infections, head lice 
or even acne.

Note: Certain age and other restrictions apply. Visit bellin.org/
virtualvisits to learn more.

 
VIDEO VISITS
A video visit is a live, interactive appointment conducted by video. 
Video visits with a Bellin Health provider are scheduled for a 
specific time, just like an appointment in the clinic.

Video visits can be used for conditions such as rashes, chronic 
care management, depression, anxiety, stomach flu, urinary tract 
infections, pink eye, coronavirus (non-emergency) and more. 

• Available even if you’ve never seen a Bellin provider before.

• Offered seven days/week:

 › Monday – Friday, 8:00 am – 7:00 pm

 › Saturday and Sunday, 9:00 am – 7:00 pm

 › Holidays, 9:00 am – 3:00 pm

• Video visits scheduled with your regular primary care provider 

will occur between the hours of 8 am – 5 pm, Monday – Friday. 

No holidays.

Note: Certain age and other restrictions apply.  
Visit bellin.org/virtualvisits to learn more.

https://www.mybellin.org/MyChart/Authentication/Login?
https://www.mybellin.org/MyChart/signup
https://www.mybellin.org/MyChart/signup
http://bellin.org/virtualvisits


Your diet is an important factor in influencing your overall health. We know 
we need foods packed with vitamins and minerals, and we know we need the 
right balance of protein, carbohydrates and fat. For most people, fiber is also 
recommended for optimal health (some people have to limit fiber if they have 
certain medical gastrointestinal conditions). For those of us who don’t have fiber 
sensitivities, experts tell us fiber can lower our risk for certain cancers, improve 
our cholesterol, reduce risk for gastrointestinal conditions and help with weight 
management. But, how does fiber help do these amazing things? We actually do 
not digest fiber; however, our gut’s bacteria prefer fiber for their food source.  
The bacteria in our gut are responsible for:

• Helping our immune systems 

• Maintaining intestinal health 

• Absorbing nutrients 

• Keeping “bad” bacteria under control

• Improving our insulin sensitivity and blood sugars 

• Even influencing our mood and satiety

So how can we help our good bacteria and gut health? Research shows each 
probiotic has its benefits so we should feed our gut a variety of probiotics to reap 
a variety of benefits. A variety of probiotics can also prevent bad bacteria, such 
as H. Pylori and E.coli, from taking over.  Probiotics break down prebiotics (which 
come from fibrous foods) to form beneficial compounds that influence our health. 
Probiotics are found in bacteria-fermented foods such as yogurt, kefir, kombucha, 
kimchi, sauerkraut, miso, tempeh and aged cheeses. You may also get probiotics 
from fermented non-dairy yogurts, just look for “active, live cultures” on the label. 
Each food has different types of probiotics, so eating a variety of fermented 
foods will help you obtain a diverse ecosystem of good bacteria. We can support 
our gut bacteria with a variety of fiber-containing foods. These foods generally 
include whole grains, fruits, vegetables, beans and legumes. Getting a variety 
of prebiotics from your fiber foods and probiotics from your bacteria-fermented 
foods will help promote a variety of good bacteria in your gut. 

Follow BFW’s Facebook page for event postings 
https://www.facebook.com/BellinforWomen

UPCOMING EVENTS

➤ FOR MORE INFORMATION GO TO bellin.org/calendar

➤ For more information, visit: https://www.bellin.org/services_programs/weight-management

Member Testimonial

“I have to say, that 
[Smart Thinking 
brain health event] 
was one of the most 
informative webinars 
I’ve ever attended. 
Thank you so much 
for offering this. Great 
subject and really 
great presenter.”
 - Lois, BFW Member

The Relationship 
between PRObiotics 
and PREbiotics
Mallory Krueger,  Bellin Registered Dietitian

https://www.facebook.com/BellinforWomen
http://www.facebook.com/events/3106830212756684/?ref=110
https://www.bellin.org/services_programs/weight-management

