YOGA FOR IBS VIDEO TRANSCRIPT
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Hi Everyone!

Yoga is becoming a widely accepted way to help manage IBS, so I thought it might be helpful to explain why.  This is just a brief overview and I’ll be adding more detailed explanations as I continue to add more content and classes.
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Stress management is usually the reason yoga is recommended for IBS.

Yoga means to join together and the focus is uniting the mind and the body.  Western medicine often views the body and the mind as separate things.  But more and more research is showing that they actually are connected.  How you think and feel affects your body and its functions and vice versa.
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This is especially true of digestion, because there is a very strong two-way communication system between your gut and your brain.  This is important for people with IBS, because one of the probable causes of IBS is bad communication between the two.  And how you deal with stress affects that communication.
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Your autonomic nervous system controls processes in your body that you have little control over – including digestion.  Two divisions of this system, the sympathetic and the parasympathetic, work together to help us balance our stress response.

The sympathetic nervous system controls your flight, flight or freeze response.  When this system is activated your body sends energy, oxygen and nutrients away from the gut towards the brain and muscles and digestion gets put on hold.

This is a good and normal stress response for the short term.  It motivates you and makes you perform better.  Then, once you’ve dealt with whatever caused you stress, your parasympathetic nervous system takes over.  Your body sends its resources back to the gut and you relax and continue with digestion.  
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The problems start when you constantly feel stressed and tense.  Resources are continually being directed away from your gut.  Muscles in your gut may react by tightening up or spasming, causing constipation or diarrhea or both.  Anxiety or fear may be felt physically as pain in the gut or nausea. 

Yoga may be able to help you manage your stress response, and therefore your IBS, by helping you switch over to your rest and digest mode.  This is accomplished mainly by focusing on your breathing.

When you feel stress or sense a threat, your fight or flight response kicks in.  You begin to breathe into your chest to suck in extra oxygen quickly to fuel your heart and muscles.  If you continue to feel stressed, this chest breathing continues. 
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The most basic and important breath technique in yoga is belly breathing, also known as diaphragmatic or abdominal breathing.  Chest breathing may serve you in the short term, but breathing into the belly is actually more efficient because it helps with the trade of incoming oxygen with outgoing carbon dioxide.  Belly breathing also stimulates the main nerves of the parasympathetic, or rest and digest, nervous system.  This activates your relaxation response, reducing your heart rate and your blood pressure and flipping your digestive switch back on.
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Obviously some things that cause you to be stressed are completely beyond your control, but often stress is caused by the way you look at a situation or by negative voices in your head.  You may feel anxious and stressed by thoughts of something that happened in the past or what you fear may happen in the future.  Yoga encourages you to be more mindful and aware of the present moment, to listen to your body and not to judge yourself while you’re doing it.
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Yoga can aid digestion by helping you manage stress and strengthening the connection between your body and your mind, but there are also other ways that yoga can help.  Even though the digestive system is far more complicated than a tube where food goes in one end and waste comes out the other, it is also that.  And sometimes we could all use a little help moving things through comfortably.

Belly breathing pushes the diaphragm down on the digestive organs encouraging gentle downward movement.  

Various yoga poses can stimulate the stomach and intestines, helping things to move along in the right way.  A combination of pressure and release, for example a forward fold, is thought to help balance contractions in the intestines that either gets things moving or slows things down.

Yoga can help to keep your body in better alignment and keep your digestive organs in optimal position.  For example, hunching over a computer all day can put pressure on your organs and stop things from moving through properly. 
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Yoga is also a low risk and high reward treatment option, as long as you respect your own boundaries.  Medications often come with unwanted side effects and probiotics are expensive.  Dietary restrictions, although often necessary, can be difficult to follow.  Managing your stress levels not only helps digestion, but also many other aspects of your physical and mental health. 

So even if you don’t think of yourself as a yoga person, I encourage you to give it a try.   I’ve tailored my classes to focus on digestion, but many yoga classes will be helpful.  Beware of classes that are too intense though, because they may not help you to relax and often IBS sufferers try to do too much too often!
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