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INTRODUCTION

Do you suffer from wind, bloating, constipation, diarrhoea or abdominal cramping? Have you been diagnosed with irritable bowel syndrome (IBS)? If so, you will know how distressing it can be. These symptoms are uncomfortable and embarrassing, upsetting and annoying, but I can assure you that you are not alone. IBS and other digestive problems are extremely common and affect a large percentage of the population at one time or other. The syndrome affects nearly 50 million people in the USA, while in the UK one-third of the population get IBS at some point in their lives.

You may have tried all sorts of remedies with little or limited success but I urge you not to lose heart. You can get better. IBS can be helped if you go about it the right way. The good news is that many people have used the programme in this book and solved their problems. Now you can too.

When I trained as a nutritionist, I learned how to help people with all sorts of health problems. However, it soon became clear that the bulk of my clients were coming to me with the same symptoms such as wind bloating, constipation and diarrhoea. In short, all sorts of digestive problems. Because of this, I decided to concentrate mainly on those conditions and I found that people often improved very quickly.

It was so satisfying to see people, even those who had suffered for many years, get better. In fact, one person who had suffered from digestive problems for over forty years got better relatively easily on this programme. For others it took longer but they also became free of their symptoms and more comfortable, less bloated, more regular and more energetic.

Why other interventions don’t work

Other interventions don’t work because practitioners don’t look for all possible causes. Sometimes they don’t look for the cause at all, but just treat the symptoms. They may deal with one or two aspects such as food intolerance or low fibre, but many practitioners are not comprehensive enough. They often look for one simple answer. For example, your doctor might tell you to increase fibre, a natural therapist might test you for allergies and another might say you have a yeast overgrowth. Some sufferers might indeed have these, but you need to find out what is causing your problems. The nature of IBS means that in different people it can be caused by different things so you need to test for all possible causes in a systematic way, one at a time. This book will show you how to do this.

You need also to remember that your digestive system doesn’t exist on its own: it is part of your whole body. If it is not functioning correctly you need to improve your health overall. This may seem a daunting task but do not be concerned: this book will show you how to do that too.

Why this plan works

•   It looks for the underlying cause/causes of your problems. This is very important because it is vital to find out why you are suffering rather than just treating the symptoms.

•   It is systematic. It checks through all possible causes in a logical order.

•   It is comprehensive. It looks at everything that could be affecting you.

•   It is specific to you. You may have similar symptoms to someone else but the causes may be different.

•   It shows you how to test for them.

•   It then shows you how to deal with them.

•   It shows you how to eat as we should, resulting in an improvement in your overall health – the modern diet is not helpful for good digestion.

Searching for the cause

If you leave a tap on in the bathroom and water floods the room, you can do two different things. You can run around the room mopping up the water with lots of towels and flannels. That will work for a short time. Or you can turn off the tap for a permanent fix. Treating digestive problems can be a lot like this. If you have IBS, you can take laxatives for constipation, medication for wind or antacids for heartburn but they won’t cure the condition. If you do not find out why you are having these problems in the first place, they will keep returning. Just treating the symptoms is not enough.

Some IBS programmes such as the FODMAP diet (see also page 118) ask you to stop eating a whole range of foods. Many of these foods are highly nutritious and are needed in the diet. The point is that you should be able to digest most good natural foods like cabbage and broccoli, so you need to find out why you can’t. It may be because you lack digestive enzymes or have a yeast overgrowth. This book can help you find the cause of your symptoms.

Many possible causes

IBS has many possible causes and you may have just one of these or more than one. For example, you may have a yeast overgrowth, you may have parasites or you may have both or neither. Alternatively, you may just be sensitive to a particular food. The aim of this book is to find out which cause is affecting you.

The good news is that often the problem can be treated quite easily and simply. Whatever the cause, this book can help you find it by testing for each in a systematic way. Very many of my clients have found relief by doing this so take heart that with some thought and consideration you can too!


Chapter 1

WHAT IS IBS?

Irritable bowel syndrome is not a disease, but rather a collection of symptoms. For example, you might go to the doctor complaining of gas, bloating, intermittent constipation, diarrhoea and abdominal pain. The doctor may then ask you to take various tests designed to rule out more serious conditions like coeliac disease, Crohn’s disease or even bowel cancer. If these tests are negative, you are said to have IBS. This is called a ‘diagnosis of exclusion’, meaning that the doctor has excluded most other conditions. With these more serious problems, the digestive tract is abnormal in some way and its structure has changed. However, with IBS, it looks normal because there is nothing to see on a scan or from an internal test. It is not the structure of the digestive tract that has changed but the way it functions.

No tests can confirm that you definitely have IBS. It is called a ‘syndrome’ because it is a group of different symptoms rather than just one. If the doctor can find nothing wrong with your gut, you are told you have IBS and you may be given medications to help with some of the symptoms. Usually there is not time to look for all the possible underlying causes.

It is of course good that you do not have a more serious disease, and you can take comfort in this. However, the wind, bloating and other problems are still there and affecting your life so you need help to eradicate them. Although these symptoms are not the result of something serious, they are there for a reason and this underlying cause needs to be discovered so that you can do something about them. The aim of this book is to help you do just that.

IBS is very common

If you do have IBS, you are not alone. In fact, it is thought that most people have symptoms at some time in their lives, and it has also become much more prevalent in modern times. The problem is that most of us don’t talk much about our bowel habits and are too embarrassed even to go to our doctor.

How is IBS diagnosed?

IBS has traditionally been a difficult thing for doctors to diagnose but an organisation in the United States, the Rome Foundation, has come up with the Rome III Criteria (2006), which makes it easier. According to this, the symptoms are:

•   Recurrent abdominal pain or discomfort for some months with two or more of the following:

•   improvement with defecation;

•   onset associated with a change in frequency of stool;

•   onset associated with a change in form (appearance) of stool.

The NICE criteria in the UK lists similar symptoms:

•   Abdominal pain or discomfort;

•   bloating;

•   change in bowel habit.

IBS is often divided into different categories: IBS-C is where the main symptom is constipation and IBS-D is where the person suffers mainly from diarrhoea. Of course, this is just describing what the patient already knows so it doesn’t take us very far.

As mentioned, one problem is that IBS can have the same symptoms as other more serious conditions so these need to be ruled out. One of these is inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), which means that there is something wrong, such as coeliac disease, with the bowel. It is important to be aware that any bleeding from the back passage should always be investigated so your doctor may ask for tests to rule out IBD.

Understanding the difference between IBS and IBD

If a patient has inflammatory bowel disease, they have something wrong with the structure of the digestive system itself and it will not look normal in diagnostic tests such as a colonoscopy. It will be damaged, as in the case of diverticular disease where the surface of the bowel becomes lined with pockets or pouches, or it might be inflamed as in the case of Crohn’s disease. Another condition relating to damage is coeliac disease where the little hairs that line the intestines have eroded away. Unlike IBD, IBS is not about damage and there is no change in the intestines. It is just that the digestive system is not working as well as it should.

The role of functional medicine

Nutritional therapists and some doctors are now practising what is called functional medicine, where there is recognition that the same symptoms can have different causes. This is certainly true of IBS. Another idea in functional medicine is that the different parts of the body are not separate but are related. For example, skin problems like psoriasis can be caused by poor digestion and eczema can be caused by a lack of essential fats.

In addition to this, functional medical practitioners emphasize that diet and lifestyle affect our health dramatically. Often the cause of an illness relates to nutrition and environmental factors, and IBS is a condition that can easily be looked at in this way. Instead of just treating individual symptoms, such as giving an antacid for heartburn or a laxative for constipation, the idea is to find the underlying cause and deal with that. In the case of IBS, the same symptoms can have many different causes and the causes can be different in different people.

Finding out what is causing your IBS

One of the main purposes of this book is to find out what is causing your IBS, and we will be partners in that mission. I will show you how you can do this and you can then take steps to get rid of it. As outlined in the introduction, the aim of this book is to go through every cause in turn, help you assess whether that is a problem for you and, if so, explain how you can eradicate it.

We have said that IBS is not a disease but a collection of symptoms. It is not an illness in the same way that, for example, measles is an illness. With measles we know the cause, that it is a virus, and we know what is happening in the body and why. IBS is more like a headache in that it can have many causes and these
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