Do You Have Irritable Bowel Syndrome? 

 Do you of have abdominal cramps or bloating? Are your bowel movements difficult? Or do you have trouble getting to the bathroom fast enough? If so, you may have irritable bowel syndrome or IBS. Sometimes called ”spastic colon,” IBS is a very common condition. People who have IBS have digestive tracts that react abnormally to certain substances or to stress, leading to symptoms like cramps, gas, bloating, pain, constipation, and diarrhea.

What Causes IBS?

Smoking, eating certain foods, drinking alcohol or caffeinated drinks, or feeling stress or anxiety can alter the normal workings of the digestive tract and contribute to the motility problems that cause IBS. This doesn’t mean you have a disease like cancer,  colitis, or an ulcer, just that your digestive tract isn’t working the way it should. Although no one knows for sure, IBS may be caused by a problem with the nerves or muscles in your digestive tract. IBS can be a painful, annoying problem, but your doctor can do some things to help you feel better.

Talk to Your Doctor

 No test can confirm the presence of IBS. 

But your doctor may order tests to rule out any underlying problem that may be causing symptoms similar to IBS.

Your Evaluation and Tests

Your doctor may ask about your symptoms, what kinds of foods you eat, and possible sources of stress in your life, among other things. A sample of your stool may be tested for blood or bacterria. Tests such as an x-ray or colonscopy (examination of the colon through a flexible tube) may also be done.

Medications

Certain medications may help regulate the working of your digestive tract. Your doctor may prescribe one or more for you if he or she thinks it might be effective. Medication can’t cure IBS, however. It can only help manage symptoms. Because some medications may make IBS worse, don’t take any medication, especially laxatives, unless your doctor prescribes it for you.

What You Can Do?

Your doctor may sugget some lifestyle changes to help control your IBS. Two of the most important are changing your diet and managing stress. 

Change Your Diet

Your diet may be an important cause of IBS symptoms. You may want to try the following: 

-     Pay attention to what foods bother you, and avoid them. For example, dairy products are hard for some people to digest.

-     Drink 6 to 8 glasses of water a day.

- Avoid caffeine and tobacco. These are muscle stimulants and can affect the working of your digestive tract.

- Avoid alcohol, which can irritate your digestive tract and make your symptoms worse.

- Eat more fiber if constipation is a problem. Fiber makes the stool softer and easier to pass through the colon. 

Manage Stress

If stress or anxiety contributes to your IBS, learning how to manage stress may help you feel better. First, identify the causes of stress in your life and learn new ways to cope with them. Regular exercise is a great way to relieve stress. It can also help ease constipation.

Your Digestive Tract

Muscles contract to move food through the digestive tract. This muscle contraction is called motility. Normal motility means food moves through the digestive tract at a regular, steady pace -not too fast or too slow. As food moves through your digestive tract, your body removes nutrients. The waste that’s left is passed out of the body as stool. 

IBS-A Motility Problem

When you have IBS, the normal motility of the digestive tract (especially the colon) is disrupted. Motility may speed up, slow down, or become irregular. If stool passes too quickly through the colon, not enough water is absorbed from it. Loose, watery stools (diarrhea) can result. If stool passes the colon too slowly, too much water is absorbed and the stool becomes hard and dry (constipation). If the motility alternates between fast and slow, you may alternate between diarrhea and constipation. Also, stool and gas may back up and cause painful pressure and cramping.

Things to Try 

To help relieve your IBS symptoms, try some of these suggestions: 

- Ask your doctor whether to add high- fiber foods (such as whole- wheat bread, fresh fruits and vegetables, and bran cereals) to your diet.

- Reduce stress.

-  Avoid alcohol and caffeine.

- Exercise regularly.

- Quit smoking.

- Drink plenty of water.

- Follow your doctor’s instructions.

