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Hi Everybody!
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IBS is condition that is very often misunderstood, even by people who have been diagnosed with it.  So I thought it might be helpful to learn a little more about what it is, who gets it, if it can be cured and the possible causes.  I’ll just give you a little overview in this video and you can read on for more detailed explanations.

So what is IBS?  Irritable bowel syndrome is a disorder of gut-brain interaction or DGBI for short.  So what does that mean?  Let’s break it down.
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Bowel is another word for intestine and you have two, a small and a large.  The large intestine is the one usually studied in relation to IBS.  It turns food waste coming from the small intestine into poop and then moves it along toward the rectum. It is also the home of trillions of bacteria, which ferment food waste that you can’t digest and create gases like methane.
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An irritated bowel means problems with bowel movements or pooping and pain.  IBS sufferers have either constipation or diarrhea or sometimes both, pain in their gut and sometimes when they poop.

The S of IBS stands for syndrome.  A syndrome is a group of symptoms that seem to group together, but the cause of the symptoms is not fully understood.  This is different than a disease, which is a health condition with a known cause.  IBS is not one single entity.  Many possible causes are being explored, so you may not experience all the same symptoms as other IBS sufferers.
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IBS is a disorder of gut-brain interaction.  There is a two-way communication system that directly connects your gut to both the thinking and feeling areas of your brain.  Problems in this communication system can lead to the development of IBS.  

IBS has only been recently classified as a disorder of gut-brain interaction.  For years it was classified as a functional disorder, meaning physically everything seems normal and the problem is how your intestine functions.  Despite the new classification, there is still no test for IBS.  The diagnosis is based on symptoms reported to the doctor after other causes have been ruled out.  Symptoms are compared to the Rome IV criteria for IBS.
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Anyone can develop IBS at any stage in their life, although it does seem to affect more women than men and is most often diagnosed before the age of 40.  

IBS is a chronic disorder.  This means it’s a long lasting condition that can’t be cured.  But symptoms can change over time and medication, nutrition and life style changes can help to manage symptoms.
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And now for the million-dollar question – What causes IBS.  The short answer is that nobody really knows.  But there are lots of theories and most people do agree that there is more than one cause.  The systems of the body all interact with each other, so it is likely that IBS involves an interaction between the digestive tract, the nervous system, the immune system, hormones, bacteria in the gut and external factors like stress and diet.  
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Probably the two hottest topics in IBS research today are the gut-brain axis and the gut microbiota.  

The gut-brain axis is a two-way communication system that directly connects your gut to both the thinking and feeling centers of your brain.  The emphasis here is on the two way part.  In the past the general view was that the brain was completely in charge.  But now they are finding that an irritated gut could be sending signals to the brain that change your moods and affect your thoughts and your moods and thoughts could affect your gut.

The gut microbiota are all the microorganisms, like bacteria, that live inside your gut.  They help the body digest certain foods that can’t be digested by the stomach and the small intestine among other things.  Recent studies have shown that some people living with IBS have fewer different kinds and more unstable gut bacteria than people without IBS.

Of course, the gut-brain axis and the gut bacteria are connected and affect each other.
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How IBS sufferers respond to stress is also a big factor.  Constant feelings of worry or anxiety can cause the nervous system to interfere with or shut down digestion through the gut brain axis and can also cause harm to the gut bacteria.  

People with IBS have constipation, diarrhea or both.  This may be caused by problems with motility.  This means the speed of the contractions, or squeezing of the muscles, that move food through your digestive tract. Too fast and you get diarrhea and too slow constipation.  Both can lead to belly pain.  

Another cause of pain for IBS sufferers could be that the pain threshold in their gut is lower than normal.  This is called visceral hypersensitivity.  Most people don’t feel pain when food, fluids or gas are moving through their digestive system, but some people with IBS seem to be more sensitive to this internal pressure.
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And you’ve probably guessed it by now, but problems with motility and visceral hypersensitivity have been linked to each other and also to the gut-brain axis, stress and the gut bacteria.

The seemingly endless interactions between the different systems of the body in relation to IBS are definitely confusing, but also fascinating.  I encourage you to read about them in a little more detail.  But this complexity also explains why IBS has baffled the experts for so long and why small changes in one area of your life could have an impact on your entire system. 
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