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Irritable Bowel Syndrome

What is irritable bowel syndrome?

Irritable bowel syndrome is a condition that affects the digestive system, particularly the colon. IBS is a syndrome, not a disease, so there is no way to ‘cure’ it. However there are a number of ways to manage its symptoms.
Due to the nature of the syndrome, there are no tests or scans that can be done to determine whether a person has IBS or not. In some cases, the symptoms of IBS may be caused by another stomach condition. 
Symptoms and effects

The severity of symptoms related to IBS varies with the individual. Some may have the symptoms of IBS but manage it by avoiding certain foods and stressors. For others the symptoms may be so severe they can’t be so easily managed and IBS can radically interfere with their quality of life. 
Symptoms related to IBS include:

· Bloating (bloated feeling)

· Pain in the abdomen

· Stomach cramps

· Excessive wind

· Nausea

· Indigestion

· Changes in bowel habits

· Constipation of diarrhoea, often alternating between both. 

· Mucus in the stool
Those with IBS may also suffer from:
· Backache

· Tiredness
Some symptoms of IBS may be related to other gastrointestinal issues such as coeliac disease. In other cases, even a single issue with the digestive system may trigger IBS. 

Causes

The exact cause of IBS is unknown; however it is believed that the brain and intestinal tract (you have a ‘gut brain’ called the ENS complete with neural cells) no longer communicate properly. This miscommunication can cause the bowel muscles to squeeze more frequently or intensely, causing either diarrhoea or constipation. 
Certain triggers thought to bring on symptoms of IBS include:
· Specific foods

· Stress/anxiety

· Hormones

· Other gastro related illnesses

· Some antibiotics and anti-inflammatories

Treatment

Most treatment of IBS revolves around easing and controlling its symptoms. In some cases, simply avoiding certain foods is enough. Sometimes medicine may be prescribed or required to control constipation or diarrhoea. 
If you feel you may have IBS it is a good idea to keep a log over a few weeks to see under what circumstances your IBS symptoms become triggered or more pronounced.
One advance in IBS treatment comes from Monash University in Melbourne. Researchers at the university created the FODMAP diet - a diet that promotes foods that are low in certain carbohydrates. 
Getting a good amount of exercise can also reduce symptoms related to IBS. 

Although probiotics can promote a healthy digestive system, more research is required to determine if they will help ease IBS. 
Although still undergoing scrutiny and research, a range of complementary therapies and alternative approaches to gastrointestinal disorders are now showing promise in managing these chronic disorders. 
Tips
· Eat healthy food at regular times each day and focus on having 6 smaller meals instead of 3 large meals per day

· Keep a log of food eaten and symptoms over a few weeks to determine what may be triggering IBS symptoms

· Minimise stress whenever possible

· Get adequate sleep 

· Ensure the IBS symptoms are not the signs of bigger gastrointestinal problems

· Get regular exercise. 
IBS, Stress and Sleep – a Brain Perspective

Stress has been linked to, and shown to exacerbate IBS. It typically manifests as fight or flight brainwave patterns which trigger a system-wide emergency response compromising all other vital health functions and systems.
Stress is also recognised as a common factor in many other GI conditions including chronic heartburn or gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD). 
It has been recognised as a factor and a complication related to IBS with links showing it can exacerbate or cause symptoms in those with the syndrome. There is also the possibility that IBS is triggered by the immune system which in turn is known to be compromised by elevated stress levels. 
Gaining an understanding of what is happening inside the body is a good first step in relieving stress about the condition. Beyond that, adopting good stress management practices is highly recommended.
Inadequate or interrupted sleep can also become a major issue for those with intense stomach cramps related to IBS because of night flair ups. Sleep of course is vital for the body-mind system and sleep issues will almost certainly result in increased stress levels and exacerbation of the syndrome. 
Perhaps the single most important understanding in dealing with this or any other health condition is that you are an integrated body-mind-brain system. These are not three separate entities! Each profoundly affects, and is affected by, the others.
This also helps explain the fundamental importance of effective sleep and stress management in managing IBS.
Further Helpful Resources:
http://www.bupa.com.au/health-and-wellness/health-information/az-health-information/irritable-bowel-syndrome-(ibs)
http://www.stress.org/stress-effects/
http://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/irritable-bowel-syndrome/basics/definition/con-20024578
https://nccih.nih.gov/health/digestive/IrritableBowelSyndrome.htm
https://www.ibsregister.com/ibs-therapies/
http://www.everydayhealth.com/ibs/ibs-alternative-treatments.aspx
http://www.eeginfo.com/research/articles/chronicpain_1.htm
http://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2014/08/28/microbiome-gut-health.aspx
http://yourbrainhealth.com.au/gut-brain-health-paradigm-shift-neuroscience/
IBS Product Recommendation
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