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Abstract Despite the accumulation of efficacy data for cognitive-behavioral treatment of Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS), efforts to investigate methods for increasing access to psychological treatments are in their infancy. The current study examined the efficacy of self-administered treatment in comparison to a wait list control. Twenty-eight participants monitored gastrointestinal (GI) symptoms and completed measures of quality of life (QOL) and psychological distress prior to randomized assignment to self-help treatment or wait list. Wait listed participants later received treatment. A 3 month post-treatment follow-up was included. Seven participants completed immediate treatment; nine the wait list. The self-help treatment significantly decreased composite GI symptom scores in comparison to the wait list, but did not lead to significant improvements in QOL or distress. In the entire treated sample, including wait list crossovers, analyses showed significant improvement in abdominal pain, average GI symptoms, and perceived health and well-being. Interpretation of these results should be considered in the context of several limitations, including small sample size, brief baseline symptom monitoring, and high drop out rate. Despite these limitations, this study is an important first step in empirically K. A. Sanders (&) Department of Veterans Affairs, VA Connecticut Healthcare System, 950 Campbell Avenue-116B, West Haven, CT 065162700, USA e-mail: [email protected] E. B. Blanchard Department of Psychology, University at Albany, State University of New York, Albany, NY, USA M. A. Sykes Department of Psychology, The College of the Holy Cross, Worcester, MA, USA



validating low-cost, self-administered treatments as a first line psychological intervention for IBS. Keywords Irritable Bowel Syndrome  Self-help  Cognitive-behavioral therapy



Introduction Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS) is a functional gastrointestinal disorder affecting 10% to 20% of the United States population (Camilleri and Choi 1997; Drossman et al. 1993). The disorder is characterized by abdominal pain accompanied by diarrhea and/or constipation (Thompson et al. 1999). IBS is a costly syndrome, with medical costs reaching approximately eight billion dollars per year in the United States (Talley et al. 1995). The majority of IBS patients are managed by a Primary Care Provider (PCP; Hungin et al. 2003; Thompson et al. 2000; Everhart and Renault 1991). In fact, 90% of all IBS sufferers in one survey were diagnosed by their PCP or general practitioner (GP; Hungin et al. 2003). Although medical treatment of IBS has shown some efficacy (Longstreth and Drossman 2002; Jailwala et al. 2000), psychological treatments have shown great promise in reducing IBS symptomology (Lackner et al. 2004). One major barrier for patients to receiving appropriate psychological treatment for IBS is lack of access to a mental health care provider. High cost, lack of insurance coverage for mental health services, and stigma associated with seeing a mental health provider may be additional barriers to receipt of psychological intervention for IBS. Selfadministered or ‘‘self-help’’ treatments are one approach to increasing accessibility while subsequently reducing health care costs among this population.
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Several meta-analyses have shown that self-help treatments are at least as effective as, and sometimes superior to, clinic-based treatments (Mains and Scogin 2003; Marrs 1995; Gould and Clum 1993; Scogin et al. 1990). In addition, two recent studies have demonstrated some effectiveness of self-guided treatments specifically for IBS. One study of 52 IBS patients (Forbes et al. 2000) found that both therapist administered and audiotaped hypnotherapy led to clinically significant improvements in gastrointestinal symptoms. In another study of 420 primary care patients with IBS (Robinson et al. 2005), patient use of an informational guidebook produced significantly greater improvements in patients’ perceptions of wellbeing compared to routine medical treatment, as well as a 60% reduction in primary care consultations and a 40% decrease in health care costs at one year follow-up. The guidebook used in this study was developed by Kennedy et al. (2003), using information collected during focus groups with IBS patients. The guidebook contains information for IBS patients on diet, the digestive system, and evidence for effective IBS treatments (medical and psychological). The purpose of the guidebook is to normalize patients’ experiences with IBS and provide information. However, this is clearly not a comprehensive treatment for IBS. It is not an active treatment approach. Although this study represents an important step in recognizing the need for the development of self-guided care, given the chronic and refractory nature of IBS, a more comprehensive treatment is needed. Recently, a self-help book for IBS based on cognitivebehavioral techniques has been published (Bradley-Bolen 2000). Cognitive-behavior therapy has been shown to be effective in reducing IBS symptoms when administered by a therapist (Blanchard 2001, 2005), yet no empirical studies have evaluated its effectiveness in a self-help format. The purpose of the current study was to examine the efficacy of this book in reducing IBS symptoms when compared to a wait list control.
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excluded if it was discovered that they did not have IBS, they had inflammatory bowel disease, their physician noted a serious medical disease, they had a serious mental disorder (e.g., psychosis, mania, dementia), or if they were actively suicidal, under 18 years of age, or currently receiving psychological treatment of any kind. No participants who were initially screened were excluded based on these criteria. Of the 33 participants who were recruited, 5 participants failed to complete the initial assessment. Twenty-eight participants completed the initial assessment and were assigned to treatment (n = 17) or wait list (n = 11). Ten participants dropped out of immediate treatment and 2 dropped out of the wait list, leaving a sample of 16 participants who completed their original treatment condition assignment (n = 7 treatment, n = 9 wait list). Measures Participants completed questionnaires prior to treatment, upon completion of treatment, and at a 3-month follow-up. The following measures were administered. Albany Gastrointestinal History The Albany Gastrointestinal History (Blanchard 2001) was developed for use in diagnosing IBS, evaluating family history of gastrointestinal disorders, and assessing level of interference of IBS symptoms. This structured interview was administered during the initial appointment. Wide Range Achievement Test- Reading Section The WRAT (Jastak and Wilkinson 1984) reading section was also administered during the initial assessment. This measure consists of a list of words to be read aloud by the participant. Errors in pronunciation are used to classify participants in terms of their reading ability. No participants were excluded from the study based on reading ability since their scores were all at least in the average range.



Methods Gastrointestinal Symptom Diary Participant Recruitment Thirty-three participants were recruited for this study from print and television advertisements and referrals from gastroenterologists. Recruitment occurred at two sites: the Center for Stress and Anxiety Disorders (CSAD), located in Albany, New York (n = 22), and Rush North Shore Hospital Gastroenterology Department (RNS), in Chicago, Illinois (n = 11). Participants were eligible for this study if they were diagnosed with IBS by a physician using Rome II criteria (Thompson et al. 1999). Participants were
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The GI diary (Blanchard 2001) was used to measure daily gastrointestinal symptom severity and frequency. The diary includes ratings on each of the following symptoms on a scale of 0 (not at all) to 4 (debilitating): abdominal pain, abdominal tenderness, diarrhea, constipation, bloating, belching, flatulence, and nausea. Changes in IBS symptoms using the GI diaries were measured by calculating a Composite Primary Symptom Reduction Score (CPSR), conceptually based on Blanchard’s (2001) formula and used as an index of amount of symptom change produced by the
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treatment. The CPSR was calculated by averaging the pretreatment pain, tenderness, constipation, diarrhea, and bloating scores, subtracting the average of the post-treatment scores, and dividing by the pre-treatment average. Scores range from 1.0 to –1.0 and can be interpreted as a percent improvement or worsening of symptoms. This formula differs slightly from that developed by Blanchard in that it includes all of the cardinal symptoms of IBS for every participant rather than excluding some symptoms from the formula based on each participant’s predominant bowel habit (constipation, diarrhea, or mixed). This change in formula was made based on work by several authors indicating that IBS symptoms are unstable over time, with patients moving from one subtype to another (Drossman et al. 2005; Guilera et al. 2005; Mearin et al. 2003). Participants monitored their symptoms using this diary for 2 weeks prior to treatment, 2 weeks immediately following completion of treatment, and 2 weeks at the 3-month follow-up. Brief Symptom Inventory The BSI (Derogatis and Melisaratos 1983) is a 53-item self-report instrument designed to assess several areas of psychological symptoms, with higher scores indicating greater distress. The BSI has demonstrated adequate reliability and validity (Derogatis and Melisaratos 1983). Based on the recommendation of the measure developers, only the General Severity Index was used as a measure of overall psychological distress. This measure was administered at all three time points of the study. IBS Quality of Life The IBS-QOL (Patrick et al. 1998) is a 34-item measure designed to assess quality of life issues specific to IBS symptoms. Participants rate the extent to which each item is descriptive of them on a 1–5 Likert scale. Higher scores on this measure indicate better quality of life. This measure has demonstrated adequate reliability and validity (Patrick et al. 1998) and is sensitive to treatment effects (Drossman et al. 2000). The IBS-QOL was administered at pre-treatment, post-treatment, and three-month follow-up. Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV Axis I The SCID-I (First 1996) is a semi-structured interview used to determine Axis-I diagnoses. This instrument has shown high reliability and is considered a valid measure of psychiatric disorders (Zanarini et al. 2000). This interview was conducted during a second assessment appointment, 2 weeks following the initial appointment. Three of these interviews were conducted over the telephone at the Center
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for Stress and Anxiety Disorders and 9 at Rush North Shore. Treatment Book The treatment was based on the book Breaking the Bonds of Irritable Bowel Syndrome (Bradley-Bolen 2000). The book was written as a self-help guide to IBS symptom management using cognitive-behavioral techniques. Similar to the guidebook developed by Kennedy et al. (2003), Bradley-Bolen’s (2000) book contains quotations and stories from IBS patients to normalize the IBS experience. In addition, the book begins with a review of information related to the digestive system, diagnostic medical tests, diet, and available medical and psychological treatments. Here the similarities with Kennedy et al. (2003) end. Bradley-Bolen’s book goes on to describe several exercises to assist readers in identifying the foods, situations, emotions, and thoughts that influence their IBS and provides CBT techniques for IBS sufferers to use when dealing with difficult situations (e.g. cognitive restructuring, relaxation, exposure). These techniques are identical to techniques supported in research examining the use of CBT in treating IBS. In a review by Blanchard (2005), the majority of studies examining CBT for IBS incorporate an education component and cognitive therapy, with many also including relaxation training. A closer examination of techniques presented in Bradley-Bolen’s (2000) book shows that they map onto those described by Blanchard (2001) in his CBT and Cognitive therapy manuals. Both approaches include guidance in identifying the relationship between emotional stress and IBS, cognitive monitoring, identifying automatic thoughts and cognitive distortions, challenging maladaptive patterns of thinking, and practice of relaxation skills. The difference in approach lies solely in the modality of treatment, with Blanchard’s (2001) manuals describing a strictly therapist-administered treatment and Bradley-Bolen’s (2000) meant to be a self-help guide for patients to use without the assistance of a clinician. The treatment book has already been published and is widely available to consumers at a cost of approximately $15. Using Flesch’s (1951) formula for determining readability, the treatment book in this study obtained a standard score equivalent to an eighth grade reading level. As previously mentioned, all participants in the study achieved scores in at least the average range for reading ability. Therefore, it appeared that participants would be able to read and comprehend the treatment materials. Follow-Up Questionnaire This questionnaire was developed to assess participants’ experiences with the book. Participants were also asked
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whether they perceived any (positive or negative) change in their gastrointestinal symptoms, general physical health, or sense of well-being as a result of treatment. This questionnaire was administered post-treatment. Procedure Upon recruitment, participants began the initial assessment phase, which consisted of 2 appointments, 2 weeks apart. At the initial appointment, participants consented to the study and completed demographics forms. A letter was sent to the participant’s diagnosing physician, asking for confirmation of the IBS diagnosis as well as any other pertinent medical information. The Albany Gastrointestinal History and WRAT Reading Section were administered. Participants were given the BSI, IBS-QOL, and GI diaries to complete over the next two weeks. At the second appointment, participants returned completed forms and the SCID-I was administered. If eligible for the study, participants were randomly assigned by coin flip to either treatment or wait list. Participants assigned to the treatment group were mailed the self-help book in 5 modules, along with worksheets to be used in conjunction with the readings. Once the participant returned the worksheets to the experimenters via mail, they received the next module. Participants received no feedback on completed modules, as the goal of the study was to approximate a purely selfhelp condition as closely as possible. The participants monitored their IBS symptoms for 2 weeks following the completion of treatment and completed the BSI, IBSQOL, and the follow-up questionnaire. The entire treatment phase of the study, including 2 weeks of symptom monitoring after treatment, lasted at least 10 weeks. Three months following completion of treatment, participants completed 2 weeks of gastrointestinal symptom monitoring, BSI, and IBS-QOL. Participants assigned to the wait list completed the initial assessment and then waited for 8 weeks. Following the waiting period, they monitored their symptoms for 2 weeks using the GI diaries, completed the questionnaires again, and then began receiving the treatment modules. These individuals served as a comparison group. Data Analyses
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were included in a pre-post analysis of all treatment completers. CPSR scores were compared between the two treatment groups using an independent samples t-test to determine effectiveness of the treatment compared to wait list. Scores on the IBS-QOL and BSI were compared using 2 · 2 (group · time) mixed-factor ANOVAs. Next, data from all participants who completed treatment (including wait list crossovers) were combined and paired samples t-tests were used to compare participants’ pre- and post-treatment scores on measures of gastrointestinal symptoms, psychological distress, and quality of life. Three-month follow-up data were analyzed to determine if the effects of treatment were maintained. Pre-treatment CPSR, BSI, and IBS-QOL scores were compared to follow-up scores using paired samples t-tests.



Results Sample Characteristics As mentioned above, a total of 33 participants were recruited, 28 completed the initial assessment and 16 completed their original treatment condition assignment. The treatment group was significantly older than the wait list group (Table 1; t (14) = 2.43, p = 0.03, eta2 = 0.30). There were no other differences in study measures at pre-treatment between treatment conditions. There were no differences among participants based on recruitment site on any of the study measures. All analyses were therefore conducted with data from both sites combined. Table 1 Sample demographics listed by treatment condition Variable



Treatment group Treatment



Wait list



n assigned



17



11



n for dropouts (%)



10a (58.8)



2b (18.2)



n for completers



7



9



Age in years (SD)



56.9a (14.6)



41.8b (10.3)



16.3 (15)



15 (12.7)



Education in years (SD)



16.3 (2.8)



15.3 (2.6)



Gender (% female)



71.4%



88.9%



Years w/IBS (SD) c



Marital status



Analyses were conducted to determine if the self-help treatment was more effective than a wait list control in improving gastrointestinal symptoms, IBS-related quality of life, or psychological distress (BSI). There were 2 stages of data analysis: an initial comparison of wait list to immediate treatment and a second step in which wait list participants who had subsequently completed treatment
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Married/cohabiting



71.4%



66.7%



Not married



28.6%



33.3%



Race Caucasian



100%



100%



Note. Demographics listed are for treatment completers only. Variables in the same row that do not share subscripts differ at p = .05 c



n = 10 for the waitlist group
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Table 2 Axis I disorders (% met criteria) in treatment completers and dropouts



Table 3 Pre- and post-treatment scores for outcome variables listed by treatment condition



Variable



Completer



Dropout



Treatment group



n



16



12



Treatment



Any Axis I disorder



37.5%a



91.7%b



Pre



Post



Pre



Post



Mood disorder



12.5%



40%



Anxiety disorder



50%



70%



Somatoform disorder



12.5%



20%



2.3 (1.9)



1.8 (2.1)



Note. Variables in the same row that do not share subscripts differ at p = .05



Treatment completers were compared to dropouts on baseline variables. Completers were defined as those participants who completed all of the treatment modules. Dropouts were significantly more likely to meet criteria for any Axis I disorder than treatment completers (Table 2; v2 (1, N = 28) = 8.44, p = 0.00, Cramer’s V = 0.55). Axis I disorders were subdivided into 3 categories based on the most common diagnoses within the sample: mood disorders, anxiety disorders, and somatoform disorders. Chi-square analyses revealed no differences between completers and dropouts on any Axis I disorder category. Dropouts reported significantly more abdominal pain [t(26) = 2.23, p = .03, eta2 = 0.16] and constipation [t(26) = 2.05, p = .05, eta2 = 0.14] at baseline than treatment completers. Between-Group Comparisons Gastrointestinal Symptoms An independent samples t-test comparing CPSR scores between the treatment and wait list groups showed that treatment produced significantly higher CPSR scores than wait list [t (14) = 2.91, p = 0.01, eta2 = 0.38]. Closer examination of the CPSR scores reveals that participants in the treatment group reported a 25% improvement in gastrointestinal symptoms, while those in the wait list group reported a 32% worsening of symptoms (Table 3).



Wait list



Diary Pain



1.9 (1.6)



2.0 (1.2)



Constipation 1.2 (.9) .8 (.9) .8 (.9) Diarrhea .5 (.7) .4 (.3)



.7 (.8) .7 (.8)



.9(.9) .6 (.6)



Bloating



1.2 (1)



1.5 (1.4)



CPSR



1.4 (1.4) .25 (.2)



1.4 (1.1) –.32 (.5)



IBS-QOL



68.0 (20.9)



72.7 (21.8) 65.4 (24.3) 62.7 (24.6)



BSI



60.2 (12.1)



61.2 (10.1) 58.2 (11.5) 59.3 (11.3)



Note. SD in parentheses. IBS-QOL = Irritable Bowel SyndromeQuality of Life Scale; BSI = Brief Symptom Inventory, General Severity Index; CPSR = Composite Primary Symptom Reduction Score



either declined treatment (n = 3) or dropped out after starting treatment (n = 2). Table 4 presents the pre- and post-treatment scores for the psychological and gastrointestinal measures for the entire treated sample (n = 11). Paired samples t-tests revealed that abdominal pain scores and average gastrointestinal symptoms were significantly improved at post-treatment. Although numerical changes in individual symptoms scores appear small, the average CPSR for this group was 0.219 (SD = 0.2), indicating a 21.9% improvement in gastrointestinal symptoms. Participant responses on the follow-up questionnaire were tallied to examine perceptions of symptom improvement and well-being. Six of 11 participants reported improvement in gastrointestinal symptoms, 4/11 in general physical health, and 7/11 in general sense of well-being.



Table 4 Pre- and post-treatment scores for the entire treated sample Time



Psychological Variables Analyses using 2 · 2 (group · time) mixed-factor ANOVAs revealed there were no effects for group, time, or group x time interactions for the IBS quality of life or BSI (see Table 3). Wait List Crossover and Three-month Analyses



Pre



Post



t (df)



p



eta2



Diary Pain



1.9 (1.7)



1.5 (1.8)



2.2 (10)



.05



.33



Constipation



1 (.8).



.7 (.7)



1.69 (10)



.12



.22



Diarrhea



.7 (.7)



.6 (.4)



.52 (10)



.61



.03



Bloating



1.1 (1.2)



1.1 (1.2)



.15 (10)



.88



.00



GI Average



1.2 (.8)



1.0 (.8)



3.86 (10)



.00



.6



IBS-QOL



62.3 (22.1)



70.7 (19.9)



1.82 (9)



.10



.27



Crossover Analyses



BSI



59.1 (11.3)



58 (11.7)



.49 (9)



.64



.03



Four participants who completed the wait list subsequently completed the treatment condition. The other five



Note. SD in parentheses. IBS-QOL = Irritable Bowel SyndromeQuality of Life Scale; BSI = Brief Symptom Inventory, General Severity Index
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Table 5 Pre- and three-month post-treatment scores for the entire treated sample Time t (df)



p



eta2



1.8 (2.1)



.53 (7)



.62



.04



.7 (1.1)



1.04 (7)



.33



.13



.7 (.6)



.6 (.5)



.4 (7)



.7



.02



1.2 (1.4)



1.1 (1.2)



.56 (7)



.6



.04



1.2 (.9)



1.1 (.1)



2.31 (8)



.05



.40



57.4(22.0) 58.4 (13.6)



67.3 (19.6) 56 (14.4)



.06 .81 (6)



.06 .45



.42 .1



Pre



3-months



Pain



1.8 (2)



Constipation



1.1 (1)



Diarrhea Bloating



Diary



GI Average BSL-QOL BSI



Note. SD in parentheses. IBS-QOL = Irritable Bowel SyndromeQuality of Life Scale; BSI = Brief Symptom Inventory, General Severity Index



Three-Month Follow-Up Table 5 presents pre-treatment and three-month follow-up scores for the psychological and gastrointestinal measures for 8 out of the 11 individuals who completed post-treatment measures. Total gastrointestinal symptoms continued to show significant improvement at three months relative to pre-treatment. The average CPSR at three months (measuring change in gastrointestinal symptoms from pretreatment to three-month time point) was 0.137 (SD = 0.2), reflective of a 13.7% improvement in symptoms at threemonth follow-up. A paired samples t-test revealed no significant difference between post-treatment and three-month CPSR scores [t (7) = 0.55, p = 0.60, eta2 = 0.04], indicating there was not a significant erosion of treatment effects over time.



Discussion The purpose of the present study was to evaluate the efficacy of an entirely self-help treatment for IBS compared to a wait list control. The self-help treatment produced significantly greater improvement in a composite measure of diary-based gastrointestinal symptoms than the wait list control. There were no differences between groups in improvement of quality of life or general psychological distress. When combining all participants who completed the treatment, analyses showed the treatment produced significant improvement in abdominal pain and average gastrointestinal symptoms. Improvements in gastrointestinal symptoms were maintained at three-month follow-up. The CPSR scores obtained in this study for the immediate treatment group, all treatment completers, and the three month follow up (25%, 22%, and 14%, respectively) are
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somewhat lower than those obtained in other research investigating therapist-administered individual cognitivebehavioral therapy for IBS (Vollmer and Blanchard 1998; Payne and Blanchard 1995; Greene and Blanchard 1994). This may be due to the modality of the treatment, as another recent study showed even lower CPSR scores in a sample of IBS patients treated with group cognitivebehavioral therapy (Blanchard et al. 2007). Although we achieved statistically significant improvements in gastrointestinal symptoms and quality of life, examination of raw scores indicate small numerical differences. Two factors are important to take into account when considering the clinical significance of our treatment effects. First, although numerical improvements are small, most participants reported subjective improvement in gastrointestinal symptoms (55%) and general sense of well being (64%). This is important in demonstrating that, despite small numerical differences, a majority of patients perceived that the treatment led to symptom improvement and increased quality of life. Positive patient perceptions may be a good indicator of the treatment’s clinical significance, or at the very least, patient satisfaction with treatment. Another factor to consider is that although the treatment book is based on general cognitive-behavioral principles that have been shown to be effective in treating IBS, the translation of these techniques into a self-help format may not have resulted in adequate learning and implementation of them by readers. There were no process measures included in the study to assess participants’ learning of the material provided or to determine if they were correctly implementing the cognitive and behavioral techniques. In light of this, we can probably conclude that the principles on which this treatment book are based have merit, but that this particular translation of the treatment techniques into a self-help format may need further empirical development. With further refinement of the treatment package, we may be able to obtain stronger treatment effects with selfadministration. The dropout rate in this study, approximately 43%, is notable. Based on Blanchard’s (2005) review of individual and group cognitive-behavioral treatment studies for IBS, about 23% of participants drop out before completing treatment. Attrition rates up to 56% have been reported in studies of self-help and minimal contact treatments for headaches (Rowan and Andrasik 1996). The authors of one meta-analysis of self-help treatments (Scogin et al. 1990) postulated that ‘‘drop-out from (purely) self-administered programs is significantly higher than that seen in minimalcontact programs’’ (p 45–46). As this study more closely approximated a pure self-help treatment than other studies more appropriately labeled minimal contact treatments, it
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does appear that our dropout rate of 43% is within the usual range. Differences between dropouts and completers were examined to identify variables associated with treatment dropout. In the current study, as in other studies of psychological treatments for IBS (Blanchard 2005), participants were significantly more likely to drop out when assigned to immediate treatment than the wait list condition. One possible explanation for the higher dropout rate in participants assigned to treatment may be the burden of monitoring that participants were asked to complete as part of the treatment. Robinson et al. (2005) obtained a much higher completion rate (87%) in their study of a self-help guidebook for IBS patients. However, Robinson et al. (2005) placed much less demand on their participants, as they were only asked to read the guidebook and complete questionnaires at two time points. Participants in the treatment condition in the current study were asked to monitor various factors (food intake, GI symptoms, thoughts, emotions, etc.) over the course of at least 12 consecutive weeks. Participants in the wait list condition were not asked to monitor continuously over such a long period. This may be one possible explanation for the difference in dropout rates between the two treatment groups. Further examination of treatment dropouts reveals that 60% dropped out during the first two treatment modules (3 participants in module 1 and 3 during module 2) and the remaining 40% during modules 3 (1 participant) and 4 (3 participants). No participants dropped out during the last module. It is interesting to note that in modules 1 and 2 participants monitor their food intake, IBS symptoms and stressful situations to begin to examine the links between diet, stress, and IBS symptoms. Then modules 3 and 4 incorporate monitoring and challenging of emotional and cognitive factors respectively, and introduce coping techniques. The final module is a review of techniques and discussion of additional coping strategies. Although no formal assessment was made of reasons for discontinuing treatment, we can speculate that participants dropped out of treatment at a point at which they felt they had received enough intervention to manage their symptoms. In other words, they may have dropped out when they felt they had achieved the maximum benefit they would be able to attain from the treatment. Many participants may have felt that identifying the connection (or lack thereof) between their symptoms and food and/or stressful situations was enough for them to manage their IBS better. Other participants may have continued with the treatment until they felt they had obtained adequate new coping skills. Another factor to consider in addressing the high drop out rate in this study is that participants were provided with no feedback regarding their progress on monitoring sheets that were returned to the experimenters. They were simply
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mailed the next treatment module, along with their completed forms from the previous one. Most participants indicated on the follow-up questionnaire that it would have been helpful to have a therapist with whom to discuss the treatment book Therefore, some therapeutic contact may have helped prevent treatment dropouts by providing support and corrective feedback to participants. Data from the present study also revealed that treatment dropouts were significantly more likely to meet criteria for any Axis I disorder than treatment completers. Treatment dropouts also reported higher levels of pre-treatment abdominal pain and constipation. Therefore, it appears that this treatment may not be appropriate for patients with more severe psychological and gastrointestinal symptoms, as they were more likely to drop out of treatment. These findings point to the need of further research into predicting treatment dropouts and defining characteristics of IBS patients for whom self-help treatment is inappropriate. The lack of significant change in general psychological distress (BSI) produced by the treatment was unexpected. Scores on this measure moved in the predicted direction numerically, but did not approach significance. This may be due to reduced power because of small sample size. However, other factors may be involved. In a meta-analysis, Lackner et al. (2004) found mixed support for the effect of psychological treatment for IBS on comorbid psychological distress, in spite of positive changes in gastrointestinal symptoms. It is therefore possible that psychological treatments for IBS, while effective in reducing gastrointestinal symptoms, may not affect psychological symptoms. Clearly, this is an area in need of further research. There are several additional limitations of this study. Sample size in this study was small, possibly reducing our ability to detect changes produced by the treatment. Also, the length of gastrointestinal symptom monitoring (2 weeks) was brief. Some research suggests that monitoring should occur over periods of at least one month to capture the full range of symptom frequency and severity experienced by patients (Drossman et al. 2005; Guilera et al. 2005; Mearin et al. 2003). A final limitation is lack of measurement of health care utilization, which would be a useful index of the treatment’s clinical significance. Based on the results of the current study, there are several additional recommendations that can be made for future research into self-administered treatments for IBS. First, attempts should be made in future research to minimize dropouts. Further efforts to reduce the demands of monitoring and completing questionnaires may help to reduce dropouts by decreasing burden, but may not be ideal since such monitoring is a key component of the treatment approach. Therefore, the most feasible and probably most effective strategy to examine dropouts may be to include a
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minimal contact treatment condition, in which patients would receive support and feedback regarding their progress. This condition can then be compared to a pure selfhelp condition to determine whether lack of feedback leads to higher dropout rates, as well as poorer treatment outcomes. Inclusion of process measures to assess changes related to the skills presented in the treatment book (i.e. changes in maladaptive thinking, negative emotions, perceived stress) would be useful in determining whether participants are actually learning new ways to manage their IBS. In other words, are the readers of the treatment book actually learning and implementing something new? This may also provide insight into the matter of when participants drop out of treatment (early vs. late). Finally, as mentioned above, further research into psychological and gastrointestinal predictors of drop out would also be helpful in determining for whom this treatment is most appropriate. Overall, this study is an important first step in investigating low-cost, easily accessible psychological interventions for IBS patients. Despite small sample size and limited length of symptom monitoring, we found that the self-help book produced significantly greater reduction in gastrointestinal symptoms compared to a wait list control. The book also led to perceived improvements in health and well-being in the entire treated sample. The high dropout rate and smaller CPSR scores obtained in this study, compared to other studies examining therapist-administered cognitive behavioral therapy for IBS, indicate the need for future research examining the efficacy of this form of treatment as a first-line intervention with IBS patients. This research should focus on predictors of dropout and treatment outcome to help elucidate for which patients this type of treatment is best indicated.
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