
Causes and triggers? The exact causes of IBS are not
known. The walls of the intestines are lined with layers
of muscle that contract and relax as they move food
from one’s stomach through the intestinal tract to the
rectum. However, people with IBS appear to have a
disturbance in the interaction between the brain, the
autonomic nervous system, and the musculature of the
gut, resulting in too much or too little motility.

IBS triggers are:

Stress - Appears to be wors-
ened in patients under stress.

Foods - People with a high fat
intake or those who eat greasy
foods often have more prob-
lems with IBS. Spicy foods can
also trigger IBS in some people.

Beverages - Alcohol and caf-
feine can worsen symptoms.

How is IBS diagnosed? A diag-
nosis of IBS is typically deter-
mined by excluding other con-
ditions first. Physicians look
for certain signs such as blood
in the stool, evidence of infec-
tion, weight loss, or anemia.
Your physician will obtain a
medical history and conduct a
physical exam and may recom-
mend several tests to help deter-
mine the cause of discomfort.

These tests are sometimes used to determine a diagnosis:

Blood tests – These tests can help exclude certain dis-
orders, such as celiac disease (sprue) which is a sensitivity
to wheat protein that may cause symptoms like those
of IBS.

Lactose intolerance tests - Lactase is an enzyme that
helps digest the sugar in dairy foods (lactose). Patients
who lack this enzyme have problems similar to those
involved in IBS.

Flexible sigmoidoscopy or
colonoscopy - These tests
examine the colon with a flex-
ible lighted tube (Figure 1). A
biopsy may be taken to exclude
disorders that can be detected
microscopically by a surgical
pathologist, preferably one
with subspecialty training in
gastrointestinal pathology.

How can IBS be treated? The
goal of treatment is elimination
of symptoms. For patients com-
plaining of constipation, their
symptoms get better if they try
a fiber supplement that helps
move their bowels more regu-
larly. Interestingly, if the prob-
lem is diarrhea, the addition
of fiber soaks up extra fluid in
the intestines and slows down
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IBS
What is Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS)? IBS is a functional disorder of the digestive system; that is, it is an abnormality in the way

the gut normally functions, but does not have a known specific structural or biochemical alteration. It is sometimes referred to as

spastic colon, mucous colitis, spastic colitis, nervous stomach, or irritable colon. Approximately 10-15% of Americans suffer with this

disorder, and it is the most common diagnosis made by gastroenterologists. Patients experience a variety of symptoms, particularly

abdominal discomfort and a modification of bowel habits. Some people experience constipation, others experience diarrhea, still

others experience alternating constipation and diarrhea. Other symptoms include abdominal pain or cramping, a bloated feeling,

gas (flatulence), and mucus in the stool.

s e e r e v e r s e s i d e

Irritable Bowel Syndrome

F I G U R E 1

Sigmoidoscopy
or colonoscopy:

the colon is examined
with a flexible lighted
tube and can collect a

biopsy if an abnormality
is detected during the

examination.

Sigmoidoscope
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the movements. Anti-spasmodic medication is helpful
for patients enduring lots of abdominal cramping. If symp-
toms include pain and depression, concurrent therapy
using Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitors (SSRI)
help relieve both emotional and intestinal symptoms.

Over-the-counter medications that help control diarrhea
may be beneficial. Significant bloating and gas may be
improved by eliminating high gas-causing foods such as
carbonated beverages and raw fruits and vegetables.
Healthy practices like eating at regular times and drink-
ing plenty of liquids can help.

In addition to improving diet and possibly using med-
ications, implementing stress reduction techniques like
regular exercise, massage, and other techniques can help
you cope.

Managing IBS? The critical element in living with IBS
is to realize there will be alternating periods of increased
and decreased symptoms. There is no known cure for
the condition. Patients must try to manage the symptoms
and will have some days that are better than others. On
days when patients are under more stress, they may
have more trouble with their IBS.

Keeping a diary of symptoms, daily diet, and your stress
level will provide a pattern for recognizing the types of
foods and stressful events that affect you.
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a d d i t i o n a l r e s o u r c e s :
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About IBS:
www.aboutibs.org

National Institute of Diabetes and
Digestive and Kidney Diseases:
www.digestive.niddk.nih.gov/ddiseases/pubs/ibs/
index.htm

Web MD:
www.webmd.com/hw/irritable_bowel_syndrome/
hw117853.aspational

Cancer Institute:
1.800.4.CANCER / www.cancer.gov

American College of Gastroenterology:
703.820.7400 / www.acg.gi.org/patients
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This material is intended for patient education and information only. It does not constitute
advice, nor should it be taken to suggest or replace professional medical care from your

physician. Your treatment options may vary, depending upon medical history
and current condition. Only your physician and you can determine your best option.
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