
PATHWAY TO HEALTH
7 Understanding DIARRHOEA

This lesson plan is part of the PATHWAY TO HEALTH health promotion curriculum designed to equip non-medically trained
community leaders to deliver interesting and informative health lessons to members of the community in simple,
understandable language. The objective of the curriculum is to help improve the health of children, and the families in which
they live, through increased awareness and information. This community based health education programme is NOT
intended to replace timely interaction with the local primary health service or other qualified health practitioners. Any
person participating in this health education programme, who believes that they may be affected by any of the medical issues
described within, should seek professional medical help immediately.

DIARRHOEA

Diarrhoea is frequent,
sometimes long-lasting,
emptying of the bowels,
with very soft or liquid stools/faeces.

What is it?

What are the
symptoms?
Diarrhoea is when stools/faeces
suddenly become very soft or liquid
and you need to ‘go’/ empty your
bowels more often than usual. The
need to empty the bowels may be
very sudden and unexpected.

If a lot of people get diarrhoea at the
same time it is important to get
medical advice and attention – the
cause might be in food or water that a
lot of people are using.

People suffering from diarrhoea may
have sunken eyes, not be able to
drink or not want to drink and have
skin which is, or which looks
swollen or stretched.

washing cooking equipment like knives,
eating food which has the bacteria or
parasites which can cause diarrhoea,
eating food which has been kept too
long and is no longer fresh. This is
especially true of meat and fish.

It can also be caused by drinking water
which contains the bacteria and para-
sites, or which has been used in cooking.

How do I get it?
Having severe (large quantities, often,
over a short time) or long-lasting
diarrhoea can mean that the body loses
fluid, nutrients and other essential
chemicals which need to be replaced.
This is called ‘de-hydration.’

Diarrhoea can be caused by poor food
hygiene – not washing hands before
eating, cooking and preparing food, not

It can be contagious – passed on by touch, especially of the hands – so washing hands is very important when
someone has diarrhoea. Diarrhoea can be caused by a virus, or by bacteria or parasites.
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Myths can kill, but the truth
will set you free and empower
you with options.

Myth 1 If a child has diarrhoea, its best to let it run its course to remove the
bug.
Truth: Diarrhoea in children can lead to dehydration, often more quickly
than it does in adults. Treating diarrhoea does not increase the time span of
either the infection or diarrhoea itself. Rather, it can help you get relief from the
diarrhoea faster and restore your health and normal lifestyle.

Myth 2 You should give rest to your bowels when suffering from diarrhoea
Truth: A person recovers faster from diarrhoea when he/she keeps eating the
right kind of food. Foods high in fibre are helpful in shortening the span of di-
arrhoea and, hence, you should consume more of rice or carrot soups etc. The
consumption of sugar should, however, be reduced. You should eat the food
frequently, but slowly instead of gulping them down. BRAT foods, derived
from the initials of banana, rice, applesauce and toast, are also said to be a suita-
ble diet for a diarrhoea patient, especially during the first day of the disease.

Myth 3 Teething in child may lead to diarrhoea
Truth: Teething causes a lot of other problems in babies like crankiness or irri-
tability. But, diarrhoea is not caused by teething and if it occurs during the same
time, parents better take advice from doctors instead of considering it as a nor-
mal consequence of teething.

Myth 4 Clear liquids are helpful in diarrhoea
Truth: Clear liquids such as teas, beverages and clear broths are mostly low in
needed nutrients, which are essential for infants and children, and thus increase
the time span of diarrhoea. Apart from that, these liquids usually are either too
high or too low in sodium, high in sugar and low in potassium. None of these
are good for diarrhoea. Instead, a diarrhoea patient should be given starchy liq-
uids like thick soup made from rice, corn, potatoes or wheat. Such liquids stop
vomiting and help speedy recovery from the disease.
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What can I do about it?

It’s your job to make this session interesting and memorable.
Remember, people remember more when they laugh a lot,
even when you are talking about difficult things.
When you do this training in your community, follow this
simple plan:
1.3 x P: Preparation, preparation, preparation!
2.Keep it short – 20 – 25 minutes at most – and lively
3.Don’t do all the talking – ask lots of questions to encourage
discussion.
4.Ask the group you are working with what they know or think
they know about the illness or condition you are discussing.
This helps to clarify the need for accurate information and also
to see if there are any myths or misconceptions which need to
be responded to.
5.Get people to talk about things and answer questions in
groups of 2 or 3 – for example, to tell each other how they feel
6.Don’t try to pretend that you know all the answers – if you
are asked a question and don’t know the answer, say so – and
ask everybody how the whole group could find the answer to
that question for the next time they meet. This builds trust.
7.Send them away with very simple messages –for example:
make sure you wash your hands before eating, preparing and
cooking food and always drink clean water-and a take-home
sheet.

DOCTOR/DIAGNOSIS
▪ If diarrhoea persists (more than 24 hours) get medical advice so

that you can work what to do about it – this will depend on the
likely cause of the diarrhoea. If you have lost a lot of body flu-
ids you will need to take something to replace the lost body
fluids. This is called ‘re-hydration.’

▪ The medical advice might be to take a ‘medicine’ which you
can make yourself at home.

▪ For children: mix ½ a tea-spoon of table salt with 8 tea-spoons
of sugar and one litre of boiled water.

▪ For adults: mix one tea-spoon of table salt with 8 tea-spoons of
sugar and one litre of boiled water.

▪ The water MUST be boiled – if it isn’t there is a risk that the
diarrhoea will return from bacteria or parasites in the un-boiled
water.

▪ You should
    only do
    this if it is
    recommended
    by a doctor or
    health
    centre.

There can be several causes or reasons for diarrhoea, it is im
portant to seek m

edical   advice so that you know
 w

hat to do about it and how
 to stop it.


