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Abstract:  Irritable bowel syndrome is the most common diagnosis 
in gastroenterology, affecting one in five adults.  Causes are 
largely unknown and thus the condition may be difficult to treat.  
Probiotic supplementation is a safe and effective treatment 
option for patients with irritable bowel syndrome and may 
alleviate symptoms of IBS, especially abdominal distension and 
pain.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 
Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 
School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 
patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect the 
views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 
and faculty.  These materials are provided for informational 
purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 
advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  
The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 
not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information 
provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 
disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of 
a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 



What about Probiotics? 
 
Your intestines naturally contain 
bacteria in order to stay healthy.  
People with IBS may not have 
enough of this “good” bacteria in 
their intestines.  Probiotics are 
supplements or foods, such as 
yogurt, that contain similar bacteria 
to those that normally live in your 
body.  Adding probiotics to your 
diet may be a safe way to help 
ease your symptoms of IBS, by 
reducing abdominal pain and 
bloating. 
 
As with any dietary or herbal 
supplement, consult your doctor 
before starting probiotics. 
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What is irritable bowel 
syndrome? 
 
Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) is a 
very common disorder of the large 
intestine (colon).  It affects one out 
of five adults in the U.S. 
 
 
Symptoms include: 

• Abdominal fullness, gas, or 
bloating 

• Constipation or diarrhea- 
may alternate 

• Abdominal pain  
o Worse after meals 
o Improves after bowel 

movement 
• Emotional distress 
• Depression 
• Loss of appetite 
• Nausea and vomiting 

 

Call your doctor if you have 
symptoms of irritable bowel 
syndrome or if you notice a  
change in your bowel habits. 

 

 

 

 

What causes IBS? 

The cause of IBS is unknown.  
There may be a problem with 
muscle movement in the intestine 
or increased sensitivity to intestinal 
stretching.  

There is no permanent damage to 
your colon.  IBS is differ from 
Inflammatory Bowel Diseases 
(IBD) such as Ulcerative Colitis or 
Crohn’s disease. 

Patients may develop IBS at any 
age, but it usually begins in 
adolescence or early adulthood.  It 
is more common in women. 

 

Treatment: 

Treatment goals are to relieve 
symptoms.  IBS is different for 
different patients so there is no one 
way to relieve symptoms.  Some 
things to try are: 

• Exercise 
• Counseling if severe anxiety 

or depression 
• Improved sleep 
• Dietary changes: increasing 

fiber, avoiding caffeine 
• Antidiarrheal medication such 

as loperamide 
• Laxatives if constipation 

 

 

 


