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Mind Over Tummy Turmoil
By Judy Jones 

 

For women, digestive problems can be not only painful 
but also embarrassing. Here’s how changing your 
thinking can change how you feel.

 
 
If you’ve ever had butterflies in your stomach as you 
waited to make a speech or if you’ve sprinted to 
the bathroom before a job interview, then you 
understand how powerful—and at times uncomfortable
—the brain-gut connection can be. “About 70 percent of 
us react to challenges by having some kind of 
GI symptom,” says Brenda B. Toner, PhD, professor 
of psychiatry and head of the Women’s Mental 
Health Program at the University of Toronto and cohead 
of Social Equity and Health Research at Toronto’s 
Centre for Addiction & Mental Health.  
 
But lately scientists have discovered that the mind-
gut interplay can also work the other way: to calm 
your stomach rather than upset it. You already know 
that the central nervous system of your body consists 
of your brain and spinal cord. What may be news is 
that you also have the enteric nervous system, which 
is located in your gut and controls digestion.  
 
This is often referred to as the “little brain” because it 
has more nerve endings than the spinal cord 
and manufactures some 90 percent of the body’s 
serotonin. It trades messages with the “big brain” in 
the skull.  
Although scientists are just beginning to study exactly 
how the two brains interact, it appears that signals 
between them can speed up or slow down the passage 
of food through the digestive system, prompt an 
amplified pain response to normal bowel contractions 
or trigger the release of stress hormones.  
 
Such reactions are common, if unpleasant. But for 
some people, digestive snafus become a chronic 
condition: An estimated 20 percent of American adults
—one and a half times more women than men—suffer 
from the painful symptoms of irritable bowel 
syndrome (IBS), including recurring bouts of 
diarrhea, constipation, gas and bloating. And while stress 
is not the primary cause of the syndrome—some 
sufferers may be genetically predisposed 
to hypersensitivity in the gut, while others develop 
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Christopher Silas Neal IBS after a bacterial stomach infection—anxiety or 
other intense feelings can worsen symptoms.  

 
Since there is no pharmaceutical or dietary fix that works consistently, especially for people with more severe 
IBS, there is growing interest in working to exploit the brain-gut connection through psychotherapy. 
Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), in particular, has shown good results, and its techniques may also benefit 
those who suffer from milder digestive turmoil.  
 

CHANGE YOUR THINKING, REDUCE YOUR SYMPTOMS
Cognitive behavioral therapy holds that what we think about an event is even more important than the event itself 
in determining our physical and emotional reactions. CBT practitioners typically treat patients suffering 
from psychological problems such as depression and anxiety, but researchers have recently explored employing 
CBT, in conjunction with other medical therapies, to help treat physical disorders, such as diabetes.  
 
Toner, coauthor of the book Cognitive-Behavioral Treatment of Irritable Bowel Syndrome, explains how the 
mind-body connection can ease symptoms: “If you anticipate having diarrhea or an ‘accident,’ you tend to 
become anxious. And when you’re anxious, pain is amplified; you swallow more air than usual, which causes the 
belly to be distended; and you send messages to the bowels that make you more likely to have the diarrhea you’re 
so worried about. By learning to restructure your thought patterns through CBT to quell the anxiety, you tone 
down the body’s stress response as well.” Women, who are expected to be ladylike and prevent noises issuing 
from their digestive systems, are especially prone to becoming anxious about their symptoms.  
  

THE STEPS TO RELIEF
The number of therapists trained to use CBT to treat physical disorders is very limited, but in his book Controlling 
IBS the Drug-Free Way: A 10-Step Plan for Symptom Relief, Jeffrey Lackner, PhD, director of the 
Behavioral Medicine Clinic at the University at Buffalo School of Medicine, SUNY, has outlined an at-home self-
care program for people suffering from IBS. Lackner says that these tips can be useful for anyone with the kind 
of physical problem, such as chronic pain or migraines, that might be worsened by the ways we think and act upon 
our environment. 
 
Here are some key steps in Lackner’s program. 
 
1 
Track your symptoms It’s one thing to feel stressed out during the holidays; it’s another to get the runs every 
time you try to shop at the mall. Learning to recognize what triggers your bowel problems helps you to find  
alternatives (do your shopping online) and to understand that you actually have some control over your symptoms.  
 
2 
Pay attention to your thoughts A key element of CBT is learning to tell the difference between the kind of 
worry that helps you solve problems and the kind that merely exacerbates physical symptoms. An example of 
the former might be: “I have a meeting across town, and I don’t know my way around. I’d better get a map and 
allow some extra travel time.” An example of the latter is: “I’m sure to get lost. What if I’m late for the meeting? I’ll be  
in so much trouble!” 
 
3 
Solve problems more effectively with a problem-solving worksheet First, write down the issue in 
clear, specific terms, then answer the following questions: Why is this a problem? Why is it bothering me? How 
much control do I really have over the situation—for example, am I taking on too much responsibility for things I 
can’t control or ignoring aspects of the problem that I can control? Write down all the options you can think of, 
no matter how silly they may seem. Consider your options and the consequences of each. Then choose the one 
that’s best for you and act on it. “Don’t wait for the perfect solution,” Lackner suggests. “Pick one that’s 
‘good enough.’•”  
 
Is perimenopause making you feel bloated and gassy? For tips on getting relief, go to MORE's article here 
 
 

First published November 2009
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