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Understanding Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS):  
Why It’s Common, But Not Normal 

Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS) is a common condition affecting many people, but experiencing 
its symptoms—such as bloating, abdominal discomfort, and irregular bowel movements—is not 
normal. While IBS is widespread, it’s important to recognize that it signals an imbalance within 
the body, particularly in the gut. It’s a sign that the body needs support—through balancing the 
gut, reducing burdens, and restoring proper digestive function. 

The Role of the Gut in IBS 

The gut plays a crucial role not only in digestion but also in nutrient absorption, immune 
regulation, and even the production of neurotransmitters that affect mood and cognitive 
function. The gut microbiome, made up of bacteria, viruses, fungi, and other microorganisms, is 
essential for proper health. When this microbiome is imbalanced—known as dysbiosis—it can 
disrupt digestion, weaken the intestinal barrier, and trigger inflammation. This imbalance is often 
a significant contributor to IBS symptoms. 

Gut Imbalance and IBS Symptoms 

While it’s common to experience digestive distress at times, persistent symptoms such as 
bloating, constipation, diarrhea, or a combination of all three are not normal. These can be 
signals that your gut is in distress and needs support. Dysbiosis—an imbalance between harmful 
bacteria and beneficial gut flora—may be contributing to these symptoms. Factors like stress, 
poor diet, hormonal imbalances, and medications (like antibiotics) can exacerbate gut issues 
and worsen IBS. 

The Impact of a Leaky Gut and Inflammation 

One critical factor contributing to IBS is intestinal permeability, commonly known as “leaky gut.” 
When the intestinal lining becomes compromised, undigested food particles, toxins, and 
harmful bacteria can enter the bloodstream, triggering an immune response. This sets off a 
cascade of systemic inflammation, which contributes to many digestive and systemic symptoms 
associated with IBS. Stress, poor diet, and certain foods like gluten and sugar can contribute to 
leaky gut, worsening IBS and other gut-related conditions. 

The Gut, Inflammation, and Overall Health 

The gut is not only central to digestion but also plays a key role in immune function and mental 
health. An imbalance in the gut microbiome can affect neurotransmitter production—such as 
serotonin and dopamine—which impacts mood, energy, and cognitive function. Additionally, a 
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healthy gut helps with nutrient absorption, which is essential for overall health. If your gut isn’t 
functioning properly, even a nutrient-rich diet may not provide optimal benefits due to poor 
absorption. 

Functional Medicine: A Personalized Approach to IBS 

Functional medicine looks beyond just treating symptoms. It addresses the root causes of IBS by 
evaluating your unique health history, lifestyle, and environmental factors. A functional medicine 
provider can help identify gut imbalances, food sensitivities, and other triggers specific to your 
case of IBS. This personalized approach may include: 

• Dietary Adjustments: Focusing on a fiber-rich diet, prebiotics, and probiotics to restore 
balance in the gut microbiome. 

• Targeted Supplementation: Adding specific supplements to support gut health, reduce 
inflammation, and improve digestion. 

• Stress Management: Recognizing that emotional and physical stress can exacerbate gut 
problems and implementing techniques to reduce stress and support gut healing. 

• Lifestyle Modifications: Encouraging practices such as improving sleep, hydration, and 
regular exercise to promote optimal gut function. 

Gluten and Dairy: Major Drivers of Gut Dysfunction 

Even without diagnosed allergies or sensitivities, gluten and dairy are two of the largest dietary 
factors that can contribute to gut dysfunction and exacerbate IBS symptoms. These foods can 
disrupt the delicate balance of your gut, causing inflammation and impairing digestion in ways 
that may not always be immediately apparent. 

Gluten: More Than Just a Sensitivity Issue 

Gluten is a protein found in wheat, barley, rye, and other grains. Even for individuals without a 
formal diagnosis of celiac disease or a gluten sensitivity, gluten can still cause significant issues 
in the gut. Gluten has been shown to increase intestinal permeability—a condition commonly 
known as leaky gut. When the gut lining is compromised, undigested food particles, toxins, and 
harmful bacteria can enter the bloodstream, triggering an immune response and systemic 
inflammation. This inflammation can worsen IBS symptoms such as bloating, diarrhea, and 
constipation. 

In addition to its effects on gut permeability, gluten can also negatively influence the gut 
microbiome by promoting the overgrowth of harmful bacteria, further contributing to digestive 
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distress. Removing gluten from the diet can help to reduce these inflammatory processes and 
restore gut function, even in the absence of a formal allergy or sensitivity. 

Dairy: A Hidden Contributor to Gut Distress 

Dairy products, even for those who don’t have a diagnosed milk allergy or lactose intolerance, 
can be problematic for the gut. Dairy has been known to stimulate inflammation, especially in 
individuals with compromised gut health. Milk proteins, such as casein, can trigger immune 
responses that increase gut permeability and exacerbate symptoms of IBS. 

Moreover, dairy is a known contributor to dysbiosis, as it can alter the balance of the gut 
microbiome. Some research has shown that dairy consumption may promote the growth of 
harmful bacteria while inhibiting beneficial species, disrupting the gut’s natural flora. This 
imbalance can increase symptoms like bloating, cramping, and irregular bowel movements 
associated with IBS. 

The Impact of Leaky Gut and Inflammation 

Both gluten and dairy can lead to intestinal permeability, where the gut lining becomes 
compromised. This allows undigested food particles, toxins, and harmful bacteria to leak into 
the bloodstream, triggering an immune response and systemic inflammation. This inflammatory 
cascade is a key driver of IBS and many other gut-related disorders. 

In addition to dietary triggers like gluten and dairy, factors like stress and hormone imbalances 
can exacerbate leaky gut and further contribute to IBS symptoms. Over time, chronic 
inflammation from leaky gut can worsen IBS and other gut dysfunctions, making it crucial to 
address both the symptoms and the root causes. 

Functional Medicine: A Personalized Approach to IBS 

Functional medicine takes a comprehensive, individualized approach to IBS by addressing the 
root causes of gut dysfunction. A functional medicine practitioner will assess your health history, 
lifestyle, and environmental factors to identify imbalances in your gut. By testing for gluten 
sensitivity, dairy intolerance, and other potential gut disruptors, a personalized plan can be 
developed to reduce inflammation, heal the gut, and restore balance. 

The Benefits of Eliminating Gluten and Dairy 

Eliminating gluten and dairy from your diet can offer significant relief from IBS symptoms, even if 
you don't have formal sensitivities or allergies. This dietary approach works by: 
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• Reducing inflammation: By eliminating foods that trigger immune responses and gut 
irritation, inflammation in the digestive tract is significantly reduced, leading to improved 
digestion and fewer IBS symptoms. 

• Restoring gut integrity: Removing gluten and dairy allows the gut lining to heal and 
restore its barrier function, preventing the leakage of toxins and harmful bacteria into the 
bloodstream. 

• Balancing the gut microbiome: A gluten- and dairy-free diet can help rebalance the gut 
microbiome, promoting the growth of beneficial bacteria and reducing the overgrowth of 
harmful microorganisms. 

While IBS is common, it is not normal, and it is a clear indication that your gut needs support. 
Functional medicine offers a personalized approach to identifying and addressing the root 
causes of IBS. By focusing on the removal of gluten and dairy, alongside other dietary and 
lifestyle modifications, you can restore gut balance and achieve lasting relief from IBS. If you are 
struggling with IBS symptoms, consider consulting a functional medicine provider to explore the 
best solutions for your unique health needs. 

 


