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Trust your gut feeling

Feeling bloated? Suffering from sluggishness 
and fatigue? Struggling with unexplained 
nausea, backache, stomach cramps, 
diarrhoea, indigestion or constipation? 
Mouth ulcers, flatulence and unexplained 
weight loss causing you concern?

April Employee Advice Guide: Bowel health

These may or may not be the symptoms of a 
serious gut-related condition. But it’s important to 
find out before it becomes intolerable or incurable. 

From mild food allergies and severe intolerances 
to life-debilitating or threatening diseases, 
it’s essential to recognise what foods may be 
damaging your health and when it’s time to get a 
professional diagnosis. 

Up to one in five people in the UK suffer from 
Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS), 42,300 new 
bowel cancer cases are reported in the UK every 
year and 1 in 100 people have coeliac disease. 

As we enter Bowel Cancer Awareness Month, 
there’s never been a better time to examine the 
impact of food on health and wellbeing – physical 
and mental. 



Gut health matters
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There is a wise saying ‘you are what you eat’. What goes into 
your body can affect what happens to your body. While some 
foods can boost one person, they can bother another. Eating 
the wrong food for you can affect your energy levels, your 
ability to fight illness and fatigue, your complexion and even 
your mood and mental wellbeing. If you have a diagnosed or 
even undiagnosed gut condition, the relationship with food 
becomes complex and more essential than ever to understand 
and manage. 

Here we examine three of the main gut-health conditions that 
can share very similar symptoms – IBS, coeliac disease and 
bowel cancer – and outline how to spot the difference and 
when you should get help.



What is irritable bowel syndrome?
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IBS is a common long-term condition that affects the digestive 
system and causes abdominal pain or discomfort, bloating 
and a change in bowel habits. It is often linked to anxiety or 
depression and can also be triggered by caffeine, alcohol, and 
spicy, fatty or processed foods. 

The main symptoms of IBS are:

•  Stomach pain or cramps which are worse after eating and 
better after opening your bowels

• Bloating of the tummy so you feel full and swollen

• Diarrhoea or constipation

Up to 
1 in 5 people 
in the UK will 

experience IBS  
at some point  

in their life 



What is coeliac disease? 
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Often misdiagnosed as IBS, coeliac disease is not a food allergy or 
intolerance – it is an autoimmune disease. It is triggered by eating 
gluten found in wheat, barley and rye, which damages the lining of 
the gut and prevents the absorption of food nutrients. 

Eating common foods such as bread, pasta, biscuits, cakes and 
cereals that contain gluten can trigger: 

• diarrhoea which smells particularly unpleasant

• stomach aches

• bloating and flatulence

• indigestion

• constipation

Coeliac disease can also cause:

• tiredness as a result of not getting enough nutrients 

• unintentional weight loss

• an itchy rash 

• problems getting pregnant 

• nerve damage 

• disorders that affect co-ordination, balance and speech

If you are concerned that you may have 
coeliac disease, take this online assessment at 
isitcoeliacdisease.org.uk.

There is no cure for coeliac disease but following 
a gluten-free diet will help control symptoms 
and prevent long-term complications, such as 
osteoporosis, cancer of the small bowel and 
other autoimmune diseases.

Only about 
30% of people 

with coeliac 
disease are 

clinically 
diagnosed

The average 
time to diagnose 
coeliac disease 

is 13 years



What is bowel cancer?
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Bowel cancer affects the large bowel, which is made up of the colon 
and rectum. Most people with bowel cancer are diagnosed when 
they are over the age of 50 but more than 2,500 people under 50 are 
diagnosed each year in the UK, so it is important to be aware of the 
symptoms, whatever your age. 

 Symptoms include:

• Bleeding from your bottom and/or blood in stools

• A persistent and unexplained change in bowel habit 

• Unexplained weight loss

• Extreme tiredness 

• A pain or lump in your abdomen

Be assured that most people with these symptoms don’t have bowel 
cancer – they are likely to be attributable to other health problems 
that cause similar symptoms. But if you have one or more of these 
symptoms for three or more weeks, you should see your GP. 

Bowel cancer is treatable and curable especially if diagnosed early. 
The good news is that most people survive bowel cancer if diagnosed 
at the earliest stage. 

With all three of these bowel conditions, the 
symptoms can be similar – but treatments 
are very different. That is why if you have any 
doubts, you should make an appointment with 
your doctor as soon as possible.  

The gut and brain are connected in a system 
called the gut-brain axis. Always go with your 
‘gut’ or listen to the butterflies in your stomach 
if something does not feel quite right.

Bowel cancer 
is the fourth 

most common 
cancer in the 

UK 

94% are 
diagnosed 
over the  

age of 50

SEE YOUR GP



Feeding your second brain
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What you eat isn't just nutrition for you, it also feeds more than 
one trillion bacteria that live in your gut, which can weigh around 
two kilograms or four pounds! These bacteria can influence 
human behaviour through the millions of neurons in our gut – 
that’s why your gut is often referred to as your second brain! 

Surprisingly, there are as many cells in your gut as in the head 
of a cat.  So, you could say your gut is as intelligent as a cat! 
Now there is some food for thought.  

An unhealthy gut is not just a cause of physical illnesses and 
conditions – it’s also linked to mental illness including anxiety 
and depression. By making these small changes to your diet 
you will be helping to improve your body and mind.

1 in 4 coeliac 
sufferers have 

previously 
been treated 

for IBS 

Around 
2/3 of IBS 
sufferers  

are women



1 Eat a wide range of plant-based foods 

2  Eat more fibre including fruit, vegetables, pulses, 
nuts and wholegrains that feed healthy bacteria

3  Avoid highly processed foods that either 
suppress 'good' or increase 'bad' bacteria

4  Include prebiotic and probiotic foods in your diet, 
like yoghurt, garlic and onions

5  Choose good fats and extra-virgin olive oil as it 
contains the highest number of microbe-friendly 
polyphenols

6  Cut back on refined sugar, which is often found  
in food and drinks like energy drinks, bread,  
baked beans, ketchup and ready-made meals

7  Antibiotics kill ‘good’ bacteria so make sure 
you eat lots of foods that boost your microbes 
afterwards

8  Eat regular meals at regular times and eat  
more slowly

9  Drink more water and less alcohol (14 units per 
week max)

10  Go Mediterranean - follow the healthiest diet in 
the world that is rich in healthy fats, vegetables, 
whole grains and nuts, and contains little dairy, 
alcohol and very few processed foods

Love your gut Top 10 food tips
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Working with bowel conditions
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Does your bowel condition mean you have to regularly take 
sick leave? Do you feel embarrassed to tell your employer 
why? Do you make up other more common illnesses to 
explain your absence? 

You’re not alone.

According to a OnePoll study, 57% of employees with 
a long-term health condition said they felt the need to 
downplay their illness at work. Of those, 43% believed they 
would face stigma about their condition and 38% believed 
it would affect their career.

If employers don’t know that you’re suffering with a long-
term condition, they can’t help. If employers think you are 
regularly off with flu, tummy bugs, colds and sickies rather 
than the real reason, they can’t support you in the way that 
you need.

You should try to be open and honest with your employer 
and colleagues about how your condition affects you, how 
it makes you feel and how they can support you. 

You may want to discuss flexible hours, working from home 
or even alternative roles and duties. Be collaborative and 
open-minded to find working practices and conditions that 
can benefit all parties. 

Many employers will recognise that remaining in work can 
have a positive impact on your wellbeing and can also 
benefit the business by retaining talented and committed 
staff.

Together, your presence and their support can help foster 
a positive work culture. 
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