Do We Really Need Our Gallbladder
It is becoming more and more common to have patients come in that have had their gallbladder removed. One patient recently stated, "I'm just going to have my gallbladder removed since I really don't need it anyway." I was stunned and realized people think their gallbladder is unimportant and if they just have it removed then their digestive complaints will simply disappear.
Through the years gallbladder removal, known as cholecystectomy, has become one of the more common surgeries performed in the United Stated with nearly one million being done per year. The incidence rises with age and is more common in women than men. Some believe women have an increased incidence because of the higher estrogen levels which can lead to thicker bile resulting in increased gallstone formation. After the age of 60, 10-15 percent of men and 40-50 percent of women can have gallstones. Over 25 million Americans have gallstones and don't even know they have a problem until they are miserable with pain from a gallbladder attack. Stones are often there for decades without any symptoms being present. In most people with gallstones nothing ever happens unless the gallbladder becomes irritated,  inflamed or a stone blocks a duct which can then cause sudden intense pain leading to potential gallbladder removal. There are ways of listening to your body and understanding some of the signs of a poorly functioning gallbladder that can help prevent gallbladder problems and possible gallbladder surgery.
When people come into my office complaining of pain between their shoulder blades, right shoulder pain, right neck pain or even right knee pain I consider that there might be trouble with their gallbladder since these are common sights for referred pain from the gallbladder. Other signs and symptoms include heartburn, gas, bloating, nausea, a bitter taste in your mouth, constipation, diarrhea, clay colored stools or stools that float. Abdominal pain that is immediately below the last rib on the right rib cage, especially if it is tender you press down in that spot, can indicate that you might have a gallbladder problem.The pain may increase after eating and can tend to be worse at night. Headaches, especially those that occur in the morning is also a common symptom of a stressed gallbladder.
The gallbladder is a hollow sac that sits right below the liver and stores bile produced by the liver. Bile is made up of water, lecithin, bile salts and cholesterol. When we eat the gallbladder releases a surge of bile into the small intestine to help us digest fats and absorb nutrients including vitamins A,D,E and K as well as fatty acids. Because the liver produces the bile and some of the bile flows directly from the liver into the small intestine people can live without a gallbladder. However, the gallbladder serves to store and increase the potency of bile so your body can better emulsify fats and instantly release the bile when you eat. Although the liver produces bile it is unable to store it and have sufficient quantities for each meal.  This can lead to digestive problems for those who have had their gallbladder removed. And removing the gallbladder often doesn't address what caused the problem to begin with.
Most gallstones are small hard deposits composed of cholesterol. The stones are formed when there is an imbalance in the substances that make up the bile. If the liver doesn't produce enough bile salts and lecithin to dissolve the cholesterol in the bile, or if the liver produces too much cholesterol in relation to the bile and lecithin, then stones can develop. People in the wealthier countries are more at risk for developing stones due to eating a diet high in sugar, saturated fats, trans fats and processed foods. Women in general are at the highest risk of developing stones with an even greater risk for those women who are pregnant or on hormone replacement therapy.  Other risk factors include diabetes, being overweight, rapid weight loss from either obesity surgery or crash dieting.
Some of the natural steps you can take to prevent and reduce your risk of gallbladder problems is to clean up your diet. Remove the sugars and anything that quickly converts into sugar such as white potatoes, pasta, white rice and processed grains. Consume a diet rich in vegetables, lean meats, fish and healthy fats. Coconut oil is a great way to get essential fatty acids without stressing the gallbladder. Beets are especially helpful in thinning the bile and reducing stone formation. Lemons, limes, parsnips and radishes are also very beneficial. If you are overweight, reduce your weight. Regular exercise is also very important in improving gallbladder function. Specific supplementation can also be helpful such as betaine hydrochloride, glutamine, digestive enzymes, especially those that help break down fats, as well as bile acid supplements.
For those who have had their gallbladder removed these steps will also benefit them as well with a few modifications. Since it is more difficult to digest fats without a gallbladder, eating smaller meals four or five times a day may be easier on their digestive system due to the decreased bile available at meal time. Limiting beans, legumes, nuts and higher fat foods is important since more bile is required to break them down. However, don't avoid fats completely since good fats are essential for every cell in our body and is especially important for brain function, hormone balance, cellular regeneration and detoxification. Eating the good fats in smaller amounts and eliminating the bad fats is critical once you no longer have a gallbladder. Once the gallbladder is removed, taking bile acid supplements is strongly recommended to help with digesting the fats and reducing the diarrhea and bloating that often effects those who have had gallbladder surgery.  
Removal of the gallbladder does not always remove the underlying problem and almost half the people who do have surgery still have pain, gas, bloating and other digestive symptoms that they were hoping to be free of once they had surgery. Between 10 and 15%  can suffer with Postcholecystectomy Diarrhea or Bile Dumping Syndrome where they have to get to the bathroom soon after eating and often have explosive diarrhea. This condition is very difficult to help and has a tremendously negative impact on their quality of life. 
So, do we really need our gallbladder? Absolutely! Even though we can live without one it does serve an important function in our overall health. It wasn't put in the body by accident, but with a specific purpose just as every part of our body is there for a reason. By making healthier diet and lifestyle choices we can improve our gallbladder function, our digestive complaints and decrease our risk of having to live without one!
GALLBLADDER 

HELPFUL FOODS
 
 


Beets

Cucumbers

Green beans (not canned)

Okra

Sweet potatoes
Avocados - a good way to get needed fats directly from food

Vinegars all types

Garlic helps with liver cleansing but not processed types like flakes or powder. It is best to use the actual clove. Some people have difficulty with it but is usually ok and even helpful for many different things. Just pay attention to your own body with this one.

Shallots

Tomatoes - ripe
cold water fish- salmon, trout
Lemons (lemon juice in the morning with hot water helps to clean the liver; you can also add some cayenne pepper to the hot lemon water)

Apples, berries, and pears

Omega 3 oils like flax or hemp. You can use these with fresh lemon juice or vinegar on your salads. DO NOT HEAT flax oil.

Juicing - Beet and cucumber are especially helpful to gallbladder You can add other green vegetables like tender baby greens, swiss chard, dandelion greens, beet greens, celery, carrots, ginger, tumeric)

Avoid all fruit juices.

All the vegetables listed above for juicing are good. Use baby mixed organic greens for salads and avoid the bitter greens for now.

Fiber such as found in fruits and vegetables
 


Eggs (Research showed that eggs caused symptoms in up to 95% of patients. Try substituting flax seed gel in recipes that require eggs for the "glue". That's 1 TBSP ground flax seed to 3 TBSP hot water. Let cool and add.)

AVOID THESE FOODS

Pork

Onions

Fowl (turkey, chicken)
Dairy (milk, cheese, cream, butter)

Gluten (wheat, barley, rye, spelt, kamut, etc.)

Corn

Beans and legumes

Oranges, grapefruit 
Nuts

Trans fats, Hydrogenated, partially-hydrogenated oils

Margarine

Fried Foods

Saturated fats (even coconut oil until feeling better)

Red meats

Coffee, regular or decaf

Spicy foodsChocolate
Ice cream

Black tea

Alcohol, beer, wine, liqueur
Fruit juice and sugary drinks

Tap water 
Turnips

Cabbage, cauliflower

Oats (for some people)

Avoid all artificial sweeteners, sugar, preservatives, refined and bleached foods (like white flour)

Avoid smoking as it can exacerbate the symptoms

Avoid all possible food allergens. The top 7 are: Gluten, dairy, sugar and artificial sweeteners, soy, corn, peanuts and eggs.
 


Note: Many greens like collard, mustard and kale, also brussels sprouts and broccoli seem to be a problem for some people. Greens (and especially kale and brussels sprouts) are used by the liver to detoxify. It may be necessary to avoid these until you have done some work with supplements as well as diet. Your goal should get to the point where these foods do not cause distress, as they actually target the liver as well as the gallbladder.

	








