
Could your  

IBS  
be better  
in just  
nine weeks?

H
OW’S YOUR 

STOMACH FEELING 

TODAY? Bloated, 

cramped, gassy? 

Maybe it’s been  

days since you went to the toilet, 

or perhaps you’ve lost count of 

how many times you’ve been. 

These are typical symptoms of 

irritable bowel syndrome (IBS),  

a gastrointestinal condition that 

affects between one-tenth and 

one-fifth of the UK population.  

As well as physical symptoms (see 

What is IBS?, right), there can  

be emotional and behavioural 

symptoms, too, such as worrying 

about where the nearest loo is, or 

cutting out a certain food because 

your symptoms have flared up.

Surprising results
Emotional thoughts and 

behaviours have been at the 

forefront of new research recently 

published in the journal Gut. It 

found that cognitive behavioural 

therapy (CBT) is an effective 

treatment for IBS sufferers. In fact, 

researchers concluded CBT is 

more effective than other current 

medications and diet advice. 

‘In 2008 when I was working  

as a GP, I was struggling to  

help patients with IBS,’ says the 

lead author of the research,  

Dr Hazel Everitt, who’s an 

associate professor in general 

practice at the University of 

Southampton. The National 

Institute for Clinical Excellence 

WHAT IS IBS?
This syndrome is a 
gastrointestinal disorder  
that affects 10–20% of the 
population. There are three 
main features:
● Abdominal pain
● Bloating
●Change of bowel habit
(constipation, diarrhoea or  
a cycle between the two).

Before diagnosis, your GP will 
make sure your symptoms don’t 
suggest inflammatory bowel 
disease, coeliac disease or bowel 
cancer. You may be offered 
anti-spasm medication, such  
as mebeverine (Colofac, for 
instance), and dietary advice.

New research indicates tailored psychological 
therapy is more effective than current IBS 
treatments. So what’s involved? We spoke  
to experts, and a sufferer who tried it 

(NICE) guidelines currently 

recommend CBT as a form  

of treatment for IBS, however,  

so Hazel and her team at 

Southampton and King’s College 

London began a trial. 

CBT addresses the thoughts, 

feelings and behaviours that  

are common to many IBS patients, 

and can therefore help to break 

the vicious circle they often 

experience. In the trial, patients 

were treated over nine weeks 

with either six phone therapy 

sessions and a patient manual, or 

online with fewer phone sessions.

The severity of symptoms was 

measured, along with the impact 

they had on social and work life. 

‘Patients had improvements in all 

outcomes, which makes the results 

much more powerful,’ says Hazel. 

’This research has 

shown that CBT 

for IBS can enable 

patients to get on 

with their lives 

more fully.’ 

The team is  

now working with 

the NHS to make 

the treatment 

available. CBT  

by telephone is gradually being 

introduced and a self-referral 

service is expected to become 

available online via Improving 

Access to Psychological Therapies 

(IAPT). Find out more at england.

nhs.uk/mental-health/adults/iapt.

Devising strategies
‘The gut is your “second brain”, so 

emotions, thoughts and digestion 

are interlinked,’ says Tracy Kelly, 

HFG expert and dietitian at Royal 

London Hospital for Integrated 

Medicine. ‘Patients benefit 

when we can work out 

strategies to better manage 

anxiety and stress and 

create more rhythm 

around meals.’ See 

Tracy’s tips on p31).’

So what’s involved  

in the treatment, and 

could it work for you?

❛CBT addresses the 

thoughts, feelings and 

behaviours that are 

common to many  

IBS patients, and can 

therefore help to break 

the vicious circle❜
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1Think of your  

favourite colour.

2 If you’re sitting at your 

computer most of the 

day, put a dot or sticker of 

that colour on your computer 

screen. If you’re lucky 

enough not to be in front of 

a computer most of the time, 

pick another item around the 

home that you see frequently 

– a mirror or cupboard door, 

for instance – and put the 

sticker on that.

Laura Day, 31, was 
enrolled in the  
CBT trial in 2015.
I’ve always had a 
nervous tummy. As  
a child I remember 

feeling anxious about my stomach and 
going to the toilet. Those feelings 
continued into adulthood, as I attempted 
to ease my symptoms in whatever way  
I could, such as altering my diet and trying 
health supplements. 

I wasn’t sure how addressing thoughts, 
feelings and behaviours around these very 
physical, chronic symptoms would help, 
but the therapy was an eye-opener. I’d 
developed a hyper-awareness of my gut, 
but after the online programme described 
the ins and outs of IBS and the digestive 
process, I realised much of what I felt 
wasn’t unusual at all. 

I learned, for instance, how long it takes 
for food to digest, how peristaltic motions 
in the gut move your poop along (when 
this happens quickly you’ll get cramps), 

and that gassiness can cause reflux and 
vomiting (symptoms I’d also experienced). 
It felt as if things were falling into place. 

A change of outlook
On the advice of the programme, I added 
exercise into my morning routine to help 
combat the ‘fight or flight’ response I’d 
wake up with – this was a helpful way to 
start my day. I reintroduced foods I’d 
labelled as triggers. But my turning point 
was when I stopped fixating on what was 
and wasn’t ‘normal’. I had discovered this 
only creates anxiety. 

After completing nine weeks of online 
therapy, including phone calls with a 
therapist every few weeks, I now rarely 
have any problems. I’m a happier eater 
and don’t sweat the small stuff. If I do have 
a flare-up, I don’t panic like I used to – I 
know it will only be temporary. 

I’ve got my quality of life back, and  
I’m excited to think others will be able to 
benefit from this fantastic treatment when 
it comes to the NHS.

CASE STUDY

❛I was sceptical about therapy for physical symptoms❜

PRACTICAL 
EXPERT 
ADVICE  
TO EASE 
SYMPTOMS

The 8 steps targeted therapy 
uses to ease symptoms
Step 1  

GET TO KNOW  
YOUR GUT
Understanding digestion, what 

happens when you eat and why 

bloating, pain, constipation or 

frequent urges occur can help 

reduce uncertainties around 

symptoms. Crucially, this step 

highlights the link between brain 

and gut, how your digestion and 

your autonomic nervous system 

(responsible for stress) interact, 

and the impact on IBS.

Step 2 

BUILD A PERSONAL  
MODEL 
This step is an opportunity to 

reflect on your IBS-related 

behaviours, thoughts and 

emotions. For instance, you skip 

meals when you have symptoms 

(behaviour), because you think 

eating will make things worse 

(thought), but you feel anxious 

(emotions). Understanding this 

can help identify triggers.

Step 3

CREATE A FOOD 
ROUTINE 
Good dietary habits are crucial in 

self-managing IBS, and this step 

helps build a consistent routine 

of eating a healthy, balanced diet. 

Inconsistencies can make IBS 

worse because your bowel 

doesn’t know what to expect. 

Monitoring food too closely and 

becoming obsessed by diet may 

mean you end up blaming your 

symptoms on a particular food 

when it could be due to anxiety 

or diet change. 

Step 4

EXERCISE FOR 
WELLBEING 
Exercise can help counteract the 

stress hormones triggered by 

anxiety. Whether you’ve exercised 

before or are a first-timer, this 

step helps establish a routine that 

will suit whether you’re having  

a good or a bad day – that is, 

neither too much or too little.

Step 5

RECOGNISE THOUGHT 
PATTERNS 
Unhelpful thoughts can cause us 

to look at a situation in a way that 

provokes stress or anxiety. You 

may worry, for instance, that 

people think there’s something 

wrong with you because you keep 

going to the bathroom. Once you 

recognise these thoughts, you 

can start to change them.

Step 6 

LOOK FOR OTHER 
ALTERNATIVES 
There’s always a different way of 

seeing a situation. Alternative 

thoughts don’t necessarily have 

to be positive, but they will 

challenge the original unhelpful 

thought. So instead of assuming 

cramps will ruin your evening, 

decide you won’t focus on them 

and will enjoy your night anyway. 

This can be a key moment in 

breaking the vicious circle.

Step 7 
EMBRACE RELAXATION
Stress can make symptoms 

worse. Relaxation techniques,  

a focus on sleep quality and 

breathing exercises can all be 

incorporated into your lifestyle.

Step 8

MANAGING FLARE-UPS
There’s no magic bullet for IBS, so 

some flare-ups and setbacks are 

inevitable. Knowing to expect 

them is half the battle, and having 

tools to manage them will help 

you move past this obstacle.  

This means recognising your 

IBS-related emotions, learning to 

accept them, and setting long-term 

goals for self-management.

●Drink plenty of water  

Aim for around 1.5–2 litres a day  

(if your urine is dark yellow it 

shows you need to drink more).

●Drink before or after a meal 

rather than during it as it can 

interfere with digestion.

●Move regularly and fit in 

activity even on your busiest days.

● Fit in time to relax Try 

yoga, massage, aromatherapy  

or walking somewhere green.

●Chew your food well  
You only have teeth in your 

mouth, not in your stomach!

●Get your beauty sleep 

Adopt an evening sleep ritual to 

ensure you’re relaxed by bedtime.

●Keep a food, symptoms 
and mood diary to help work 

out what has made a difference  

(I like the myfitnesspal app).

●Make changes one at a 
time so they’re easier to stick to, 

which also helps build confidence.

● Cook from scratch so you 

have more control over what 

goes into your food, and include 

more whole, unprocessed foods.

● Eat three regular meals a 
day to help your body regulate 

itself better. You're also more 

likely to turn to junk food if your 

blood sugar levels slump.

●Don’t eat late at night, as 

it’s harder to fall asleep while 

your body is still digesting food. 

●Have 2 portions of 

vegetables for every portion of 

fruit. This ups your fibre intake 

and is better for you from a weight 

loss/maintenance perspective.

Tracy’s tips for a 
calmer lifestyle

Dietitian Tracy Kelly  
shares diet tips and 
mindfulness techniques

❛There’s  

no magic 

bullet for 

IBS, and 

some 

flare-ups 

are 

inevitable. 

Having 

tools to 

manage 

them will 

help you 

move  

past this 

obstacle❜ 

LIFESTYLE HABITS, FOOD AND 

THOUGHTS are all interconnected 

and affect how well our gut 

functions. Anxiety and stress are 

common factors that affect 

digestion. Meditation and 

mindfulness make a big 

difference, but when someone  

is trying to get into a routine, it  

can feel like a chore or added 

pressure when they miss it.  

And often they start beating 

themselves up about it, which  

isn’t helpful. 

So I teach my clients a little 

exercise, which they say  

is a game changer. My little 

exercise frees you from guilt 

without adding another thing to 

your ‘to-do’ list. It doesn‘t take 

long, can be easily fitted into 

daily life and works for everyone, 

not just for people with IBS. 

Because it’s spontaneous,  

you don’t have to wait until  

you’re feeling stressed or  

anxious to do it.

3 Each time your eye  

tracks this sticker,  

breathe in through your  

nose to the count of 6,  

hold for 4, then breathe  

out through your mouth.

4  

Repeat 2–3 times.

Why does it work?  
My exercise makes you practise 

proper diaphragmatic breathing. 

This type of deep breathing goes 

deeper into the gut, which means 

your gut gets more oxygen. This 

aids digestion and relaxes the 

body. It does this by triggering the 

parasympathetic nervous system, 

which gets you out of ‘fight or 

flight’ mode. It also keeps you 

‘present’ for those 30-odd seconds. 
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