 IRRITABLE BOWEL SYNDROME

If you saw the movie The Lady Killers, you probably laughed at the plight of the character “ Mountain Girl” and her boyfriend who met at an Irritable Bowel Syndrome retreat for singles.  Unfortunately, irritable bowel syndrome is not really a laughing matter.  Rather, it is a common, often painful disorder of the intestinal tract.  It affects millions of people and accounts for millions of doctor visits every year.  Irritable bowel syndrome is also known by several other names, including IBS, spastic colon, and functional bowel disease.  IBS is different from colitis, ulcerative colitis, and inflammatory bowel disease. 

IBS is a motility disorder.  This means that the normal rhythmic action of the intestinal tract is disrupted.  The activity may be increased or decreased, and it may be uncoordinated and spastic.  The symptoms of IBS correspond to this activity.  Patients may experience cramps, diarrhea, and mucous in the stools with increased activity.  Sufferers may also experience alternating symptoms if activity is uncoordinated.

The cause of irritable bowel syndrome is unknown.  Most patients notice that symptoms may be triggered by stress; however, many spells have no obvious correlation with stress.  Likewise, certain foods seem to trigger spells in certain patients, but no single food will predictably trigger symptoms in IBS patients.  High fiber diets may improve symptoms and most physicians recommend high fiber diets for their IBS patients.

No specific test exists to make a diagnosis of irritable bowel syndrome.  The diagnosis of IBS is a diagnosis of exclusion.  This means that other diseases of the intestinal tract must be ruled out before a diagnosis of IBS can be confirmed.  Usually this can be done with a few simple tests and does not normally require a great deal of evaluation.  Typically a basic medical history, physical exam, and a handful of blood and urine tests are sufficient, but based on individual circumstances your doctor may order x-rays, CAT scans, or ultrasound exams.

IBS affects both men and women, but women get irritable bowel syndrome more often.  It can occur in children but is more common adults.  Usually symptoms occur only intermittently—spells may occur days or years apart.  The severity of symptoms is variable as well.  Symptoms may be mild and barely noticeable or they may be severe and incapacitating.

Treatment for irritable bowel syndrome is usually very effective.  Although there is no cure, many treatment modalities may be helpful.  High fiber diets are often useful.  Stress reduction through exercise, meditation and relaxation training is often useful.  A wide variety of medications are also sometimes helpful including antispasmodics, stool softeners, antidepressants, and anti-diarrhea medications.

Although IBS can be a significant nuisance, it can be successfully treated and controlled.  It does not usually worsen over time and does not cause any injury to your intestinal tract.  If you have symptoms of IBS that are severe enough to affect your life, you should see your local doctor for evaluation.
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