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Crohn’s disease and ulcerative colitis are both idiopathic inflamma-
tory bowel diseases (IBDs) that affect 0.5% of Canadians. As yet,
there is no known cure for either disease, and symptoms are treated
with an array of medicines. The objective of the present review was
to present the role of exercise and its impact on all facets of IBD.
Exercise has been speculated to be protective against the onset of
IBD, but the literature is inconsistent and weak. Preliminary studies
reveal that exercise training may be beneficial to reduce stress and
symptoms of IBD. Current research also recommends exercise to
help counteract some IBD-specific complications by improving
bone mineral density, immunological response, psychological
health, weight loss and stress management ability. However, the lit-
erature advises that some patients with IBD may have limitations to
the amount and intensity of exercise that they can perform. In
summary, exercise may be beneficial to IBD patients, but further
research is required to make a convincing conclusion regarding its
role in the management of IBD and to help establish exercise regi-
mens that can account for each IBD patient’s unique presentation.

Key Words: Bone mineral density; Crohn’s disease; Exercise;
Inflammatory bowel diseases; Pouchitis; Ulcerative colitis

Exercice et maladie inflammatoire de I’intestin

La maladie de Crohn et la colite ulcéreuse sont deux maladies inflamma-
toires de I'intestin (MII) idiopathiques qui affectent 0,5 % des Canadiens.
On ne dispose encore d’aucun reméde pour guérir ces maladies, et leurs
symptdmes sont traités au moyen de divers médicaments. Lobjectif de la
présente synthése était d’étudier le role de I'exercice et son impact sur
toutes les facettes des MIIL. Lexercice conférerait une protection contre le
déclenchement des MII, mais la littérature a cet égard laisse a désirer sur
le plan de la qualité et de la cohésion des preuves. Des études prélimi-
naires révelent que lentrainement physique peut étre bienfaisant en
réduisant le stress et en atténuant les symptdmes de MII. La recherche
actuelle recommande aussi 'exercice pour lutter contre certaines compli-
cations spécifiques des MII en améliorant la densité minérale osseuse, les
réactions immunologiques, la santé psychologique, la perte de poids et la
réduction du stress. Par contre, selon la littérature, certains patients
atteints de MII doivent limiter la durée et l'intensité de leur entraine-
ment. En résumé, Pexercice peut étre bienfaisant pour les patients atteints
de MII, mais il faudra approfondir la recherche pour en arriver & une con-
clusion probante au sujet de son role dans la prise en charge de la MII et
établir des programmes d’entrainement établis au cas par cas.

Crohn’s disease (CD) and ulcerative colitis (UC) are both
inflammatory bowel diseases (IBDs) that affect approxi-
mately 0.5% of Canadians (1). Disease onset can occur at any
age and typically peaks at 20 to 29 years of age (1). The gen-
erally accepted theory is that a combination of environmen-
tal agent(s) and a dysfunctional mucosal immune system in
genetically susceptible individuals leads to the development
of either CD or UC (2,3). CD can involve any portion of the
gastrointestinal tract, while UC is restricted to the rectum
through to the large intestinal tract. The chronic diseases are
characterized by a cyclical nature, alternating between active
and quiescent states that negatively affect the patient’s qual-
ity of life. For CD patients, active periods may also be accom-
panied by the formation of sinus tracts and fistulas, strictures
or granulomas. As yet, there is no known cure for either dis-
ease, and symptoms are treated with an array of medications
(ie, 5-aminosalicylic acid compounds, corticosteroids,
cyclosporin, tacrolimus or biological agents such as inflix-
imab), each of which is associated with undesirable side
effects (2,4). In severe instances, such as toxic megacolon or
fistula drainage and repair, surgical intervention is necessary.

Advances in surgical techniques have led to the routine cre-
ation of an internal storage reservoir (ileal J-pouch anal anas-
tomosis) versus the traditional proctocolectomy with
external ileostomy bag, because it is less obtrusive and
enhances the patient’s quality of life.

In 1998, guidelines (5) designed specifically for IBD patients
promoted the benefits of exercise for overall health, minimizing
or reversing muscle weakness, and improving bone mineral
density. The guidelines indicated aerobic activity for 20 min to
60 min two to five days every week, complemented by resist-
ance training at least twice per week. This is the first and only
comprehensive exercise worksheet intended for IBD patients;
however, these recommendations have not been integrated
into the accepted literature — the paper has only been cited
one other time since its publication (according to SCOPUS).
Before 1999, there were no research studies that investigated
the role of exercise in IBD patients. Thus, in 1998, the guide-
lines were based on the benefits of exercise for healthy individ-
uals, and meaningful information was extrapolated from
previously collected information regarding the benefits of exer-
cise in IBD patients and its benefit in other diseases.
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At present, it has been well established that exercise
reduces the RR for colon cancer by as much as 50% and
decreases the time required for gastric emptying (6). Exercise
has also been associated with improved psychological well-
being, better health and improved quality of life (7-11).
However, there are drawbacks to the gastrointestinal benefits
of exercise. During prolonged, intensive training or extreme
exercise such as triathlons, approximately 30% to 81% of indi-
viduals experience a range of gastrointestinal complaints
including cramps, bloating, diarrhea (‘runner’s trots’), heart-
burn, nausea and fecal incontinence (6,12). These temporary
issues are attributed to an 80% reduction in blood flow to the
gut, compounded further by mechanical trauma sustained by
repeated bouncing (12). Studies indicate that 8% to 85% of
marathoners experience transient, occult bleeding, and an
unreported number suffer from the more severe form, ‘runner’s
ischemic colitis’, involving bloody diarrhea, fatigue and
fever (12). The athlete’s increased tolerance to physical pain
means that many do not seek medical attention for these tem-
porary issues but, rather, accept them as necessary rigors associ-
ated with the pursuit of their sport.

To date, the role of exercise in the etiology of IBD has not
been thoroughly investigated. Nevertheless, the scientific litera-
ture is replete with statements that IBD patients should exercise
but should first inform their clinician. This pervasive attitude is
typically supported by one or two reasons, when, in fact, there is
a multiplicity of reasons for and against exercise that are unique
to each IBD patient. Thus, the objective of the present review is
to present the role of exercise and its relationship to all facets of
IBD for the benefit of clinicians and their patients.

SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE SEARCH

A systematic search was conducted to retrieve high quality,
peer-reviewed studies that investigated the association
between exercise and any facet of IBD. The PubMed, MED-
LINE, EMBASE and BIOSIS Previews databases were
searched with text (‘exercise’, ‘physical activity’, ‘colitis’,
‘Crohn’ and ‘inflammatory bowel disease’) and MeSH terms
(‘Crohn’s disease’, ‘ulcerative colitis’, ‘inflammatory bowel
diseases’, ‘movement’ and ‘exercise’). Results were limited to
those written in English. Similar searches were conducted to
identify relevant abstracts presented at the 2006 and 2007
Digestive Disease Week meetings.

EXERCISE AND THE ONSET OF IBD
Several studies have examined the effect of lifestyle and
behaviours as putative causal agents for the onset of IBD
(Table 1). In 1990, Sonnenberg (13) conducted a retrospective
study in which the preillness occupations of 12,014 German
IBD patients were examined. The author concluded that out-
door occupations involving exercise were protective against
the onset of IBD. In 1993, a small (n=725) case-control
Swedish study (14) found that daily and weekly exercise
five years previously reduced the risk for CD (RR 0.5, 95% CI
0.3 to 0.9, and RR 0.6, 95% CI 0.4 to 0.9, respectively) com-
pared with randomly selected, healthy controls. However, the
significance of this association did not hold for UC (RR 0.9,
95% CI 0.5 to 1.4, for both daily and weekly exercise). A
prospective Danish study (15) followed two cohorts, each
comprised of more than 2.3 million individuals, for five or
10 years. Only a small, inconsistent association was found
between sedentary occupations and the onset of IBD in
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women. In 1998, an Israeli study (16) determined that IBD
patients (n=88) had lower levels of physical activity during
their preillness period than clinic controls (n=68; P<0.001).

Although these four epidemiological studies found an asso-
ciation between sedentary occupations in the preillness period
and the onset of IBD, the results are inconsistent and weak.
The considerable range of confounding factors inherent in
studies such as these further dilutes the significance of the find-
ings. As a whole, these studies did not take into account the
possibility that disease onset may be a gradual process longer
than 10 years, during which individuals are forced to seek work
environments to accommodate their transient physical dis-
comforts. Similarly inconclusive was an American study (17)
in which vital statistics for IBD mortalities were reviewed for
occupational and industrial distributions. It remained unclear
whether the individuals selected the sedentary occupations or
were limited to these options by their physical needs. A meta-
analysis of available information concluded that there was
insufficient information to identify occupations that affect the
risk of IBD onset (18).

In an effort to reduce the number of confounders such as
genetics, and intrauterine and childhood environments,
Halfvarson et al (19) conducted a twin study in which a co-
twin had been diagnosed with IBD. Although retrospective in
nature, with a median disease duration of 17 years, results were
subject to recall bias. Nevertheless, there were no significant
differences found between the twins in physical exercise before
the diagnosis of IBD in a co-twin.

The results of these studies indicate that the degree of exer-
cise obtained through occupation neither protects nor initiates
the onset of IBD. This is in keeping with the current tenet
regarding the etiology of IBD, which involves an individual’s
genetic composition, their immune system and environmental
causal agents such as micro-organisms (2,3). Indeed, there are
both professional and amateur athletes who have been diag-
nosed with IBD at various time points in their careers, suggest-
ing that exercise in the preillness period is not a protective

factor for IBD onset (20-23).

EXERCISE AND QUIESCENT DISEASE
Of the five studies (24-28) that have examined the effect of
exercise on IBD (CD, n=4; UC, n=1), each involved subjects
with either quiescent disease or mild activity (Table 2). Overall,
the studies assessed physiological and psychological variables
before and after exercise interventions such as walking, station-
ary cycling or yoga. D’'Inca et al (28) found that a single 60 min
cycling session did not alter intestinal permeability or lipoper-
oxidation levels in IBD patients or in healthy subjects. No
change in IBD disease status was observed immediately follow-
ing the exercise session or six months later. Loudon et al (26)
found that pre- and poststudy measures of quality of life and
stress levels were significantly improved in their case series in
which patients underwent a three-month walking regimen.
Although not statistically significant, the trend indicated that
the subjects’ disease status also improved in association with
exercise. Not surprisingly, the previously sedentary subjects
experienced significant improvements in their aerobic capacity
and body mass index (BMI). The secondary outcome of a 10-
day, yoga lifestyle intervention study (25) for anxiety was that
none of the 175 cases experienced exacerbation of their medical
conditions, including the 18 subjects with gastrointestinal con-
ditions (including CD). Most recently, Ng et al (27) found that
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TABLE 1

Exercise and IBD

Overview of observational studies examining the impact of exercise in the preillness period on inflammatory bowel disease

(IBD)

Cohort size, n

Reference, year Country Study description CD uc Results
Sonnenberg (13), Germany Retrospectively reviewed Social 12,014 0 Occupations in the preillness period that were either
1990 Security statistics of people sedentary in air-conditioned areas or that had
granted rehabilitation due to irregular hours were significantly associated with
IBD between 1982 and 1988 IBD; identified 15 occupations having a
significant OR for IBD onset; highlighted
involvement of occupation with IBD onset
Persson et al (14), Sweden Postal questionnaire 152 145 CD onset inversely related to weekly and daily
1993 Controls: healthy individuals exercise five years before disease onset (RR 0.6,
(n=305) 95% CI 0.4-0.9, and RR 0.5, 95% CI 0.3-0.9,
respectively); no association with UC
Boggild et al (15), Denmark Population followed from 1981 Cohort 1: Found 13 occupations with a significant OR for IBD,
1996 to 1990 (cohort 1: five years; n>2.3 M but of these, 11 were different from those identified
cohort 2: 10 years); recorded Cohort 2: by Sonnenberg (13); concluded that sedentary
hospitalization rates for IBD; n>2.4 M office work may contribute to IBD onset, but no
combined results for patients other consistent pattern was identified
with either CD or UC
Klein et al (16), 1998 Israel Preillness lifestyle patterns 33 55 IBD patients had lower levels of physical activity
compared among 88 recently versus clinic controls (P<0.001); more population
diagnosed IBD patients and controls participated in moderate activity in the
76 population and 68 clinic controls corresponding period (P<0.05)
Cucino et al (17), United States  Examined the occupations of 2399 2419 IBD mortalities were low in manual occupations
2001 individuals with all IBD mortalities and farming, and relatively high in indoor,
from 1991 to 1996 sedentary occupations; however, these were
occupations held at the time of death and may have
been chosen in response to symptoms of IBD
Halfvarson et al (19), Sweden and  IBD discordant twin study using 102 pairs 125 pairs No significant difference found in exercise
2006 Denmark a postal questionnaire of twins of twins levels between twin pairs

regarding preillness events

CD Crohn’s disease; M Million; UC Ulcerative colitis

a low-intensity walking intervention improved both the physi-
ological and psychological health of patients with CD. One
study (24) dealing with UC similarly concluded that the inter-
vention cohort had a significant improvement in their quality
of life and that exercise did not lead to remission relapse.
These five interventional studies had a number of limita-
tions, such as the small cohort sizes (range n=6 to n=30), short
duration of exercise intervention (range 1 h to three months),
absence of endoscopies to directly visualize the effect of exer-
cise on the intestinal tract and the exclusion of pediatric IBD
patients. Additionally, only one study (24) examined the effect
of exercise on UC patients. In spite of these limiting features,
there is considerable uniformity in the findings of these studies —
exercise did not lead to relapse or exacerbate disease activity.
This corroborating evidence adds strength to the overall value
of the findings. Thus, it appears prudent to acknowledge that
low- to moderate-intensity exercise is well tolerated by IBD
patients who are in remission or have only mild disease activ-
ity. Evidence in support of this is provided by a larger (n=200)
case-control study (29) in which the daily physical activity
(combined work, recreational and home activity) and physical
exercise levels were measured prospectively for CD patients in
remission and for healthy subjects. The authors found that the
daily physical activity levels did not differ significantly
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between the case patients and control patients (P=0.115).
Nevertheless, CD patients performed significantly less fre-
quent and less intense physical exercise than their healthy
counterparts (P<0.002). The authors concluded that the
sedentary lifestyle of CD patients in remission may be puta-
tively targeted as a health promotion strategy but cautioned
that further research is merited.

EXERCISE LIMITATIONS OF IBD PATIENTS
For IBD patients experiencing moderate to severe disease activ-
ity, there are several practical reasons to discourage exercise,
such as physical restrictions, inconvenience and discomfort.
Patients who are in remission or experiencing mild disease activ-
ity may safely engage in low- to moderate-intensity exercise
without directly compromising their disease status. However,
there are several exceptions that need to be considered.

Surgical resection of the intestinal tract

In 1995, Brevinge et al (30) investigated the physical ability of
three cohorts of CD patients who had undergone minimal (less
than 10 cm of the small bowel), moderate (15% to 30% of the
small bowel) and extensive (more than 50% of the small
bowel) surgical resection to abrogate their symptoms. At the
time of the study, all patients were in remission. The matched
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TABLE 2

Overview of interventional studies examining the impact of exercise on inflammatory bowel disease (IBD)

Reference, year Methods

Intervention (duration)

Outcome(s) measured

Results

Crohn’s disease (CD)
D’Inca et al (28),
1999

Cases: 6 men,
CD in remission

Controls: 6 healthy
men

Cohort of 12 CD
patients, either in
remission or with

Loudon et al (26),
1999

mild activity
Gupta et al (25),
2006

Cases: 175 patients
(18 had Gl issues
including CD)

Controls: 50 patients

All had anxieties and
medical conditions

Ng et al (27), 2007 Cases: 16 CD patients

Controls: 16 CD patients

All were in remission
or had mild disease
activity

Ulcerative colitis (UC)

Elsenbruch (24),

2005

Cases: 30 UC patients
Controls: 30 UC patients
All were in remission
or had mild disease
activity

Moderate cycling exercise at a
maximum of 60% oxygen
consumption (60 min)

Low-intensity walking program:
3x32.6 min (mean) each week
(3 months)

Yoga, meditation, stress
management, nutrition, group
support (10 days)

Low-intensity walking:
approximately 30 min 3x per week

Target: maintain approximately 60%
of maximal heart rate (3 months)

60 h training program: stress
management training, moderate
exercise, Mediterranean diet,
behavioural techniques and
self-care strategies (10 weeks;

Intestinal permeability
and lipoperoxidation

Disease activity 6 months
after intervention

BMI

HBI

IBDQ

IBDSI

STAI

HBI

IBDQ
IBDSI
IPAQ

IBDQ

No significant effect on the GI
parameters examined; no change
in disease activity immediately or after
6 months

Reductions in all IBD pre- and poststudy
measures (P<0.05); BMI and aerobic
capacity also improved; no change in
disease activity

Significantly decreased pre- and
poststudy STAI scores in the case
group; for subjects with Gl issues,
the decrease was not significant;
no change in disease activity

Pre- and poststudy scores significantly
improved for the intervention cohort:
HBI, P<0.01; IBDSI, P<0.05;
IBDQ, P<0.05
No change in disease activity

Intervention group showed significantly
greater improvement on the IBDQ scale;
no change in disease activity

6 h/week)

BMI Body mass index; Gl Gastrointestinal; HBI Harvey and Bradshaw Simple Index; IBDQ Inflammatory Bowel Disease Quality of Life Score; IBDSI Inflammatory
Bowel Disease Stress Index; IPAQ International Physical Activity Long Questionnaire; STAI State Trait Anxiety Inventory

control group was comprised of healthy hospital staff mem-
bers with sedentary lifestyles. Maximal exercise load was
evaluated using cycle ergometry and took into account body
composition and metabolic variables. Compared with the
control group, the maximal exercise load of the three case
groups decreased according to the extent of the resection
(9% to 40% reduction). The actual working capacity for both
the moderate and extensive resectioned groups was lower
than calculated, even after accounting for reduced muscle
mass. The urinary metabolite profiles indicated malnutrition
attributed to the reduced absorptive area of their remaining
intestinal tract. The authors concluded that IBD patients
who undergo moderate to extensive surgical resection are
incapable of activity requiring high-energy consumption
(500 W to 700 W). Furthermore, each case group overesti-
mated their actual working capacity as measured by the
ergometry test. The potential to dangerously overexert one-
self is a real hazard, yet few appear cognizant of this fact. The
authors made no comments regarding the appropriateness of
a suitable exercise regimen to improve the general health of
IBD patients who have undergone surgical resection.

Muscle function

Wiroth et al (31) compared the muscular function of 41 CD
patients in remission against 25 age-matched, healthy controls.
Both muscle strength and endurance were reduced in the CD
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cohort, which were most profound in the lower limbs
(P<0.001). A similar phenomenon has been noted in the eld-
erly, whereby there is a gradual decrease in the use of leg muscles,
with little change in upper body activity (32). Surprisingly, mus-
cle performance was independent of prior disease duration or
severity, current inflammation, cumulative dose of glucocorti-
coids and global physical activity. Specifically, work and sport
activity indexes were significantly reduced in the CD cohort
compared with the controls (P<0.05). It is possible that these
two factors may contribute largely to the reduced muscular per-
formance in the CD cohort. Yet, until the etiology of muscle
deterioration in CD is understood, it is unknown whether the
disease itself or the treatments are the causal agents. Although
no studies involving UC patients have been published, it is
likely that these patients experience decreased muscle perform-
ance because they have similar symptoms and treatments. The
authors suggest that strength training during periods of remis-
sion may help to minimize or reverse decreased muscular per-
formance. However, it is important to alert patients to their
reduced physical abilities, to minimize overexertion or subse-
quent depression.

BENEFITS OF EXERCISE FOR IBD PATIENTS
For most, regular exercise leads to good health. In particular,
IBD patients may experience additional benefits such as mini-
mizing extraintestinal manifestations of their disease (Table 2).
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Ankylosing spondylitis

While 12% to 23% of IBD patients are expected to have
peripheral arthritis of varying forms, ankylosing spondylitis has
been specifically associated with IBD (33). According to the
literature, the percentage of IBD patients who develop anky-
losing spondylitis falls within a combined range of 0.9% to
8% (33). As well, 4% to 18% of IBD patients have been radi-
ographically diagnosed with asymptomatic sacroiliitis, but it is
unknown how many of these progress to ankylosing spondyli-
tis. Treatment modalities for ankylosing spondylitis involve a
combination of exercise and drug therapy (34,35). Results of
several randomized, controlled trials (36-38) have provided
corroborating evidence indicating the effectiveness of exercise
therapy for improving flexibility (especially in the spinal col-
umn) and strength, and for pain reduction in the joints.

Osteoporosis in CD patients

Approximately 50% of CD patients develop osteopenia and a
further 13% subsequently progress to osteoporosis (39). These
high rates merit bone density scans (ie, dual energy x-ray
absorptiometry scanning) in diseased individuals who are at
risk for osteoporosis, such as those having a low body weight or
suffering from malnutirition (39-42). Glucocorticoid treat-
ment was believed in the past to be a major contributor to
bone mineral loss. However, numerous studies (43-47) have
indicated that it is a significant but minor contributor com-
pared with the increased rates of bone resorption found in CD
patients. Furthermore, bone turnover rates are substantially
reduced and are hypothesized to be partially responsible for
pediatric patients not achieving their full skeletal growth
potential (44,45). Bone mineral loss leads to fractures, compli-
cations and skeletal morbidity, all of which can be avoided
through early supplementation with vitamin D and cal-
cium (40). A limited number of pharmacological therapies
(ie, bisphosphonates, bone resorption inhibitors and bone
growth promoters) have proven effective for individuals pre-
senting with severe bone loss, but these are associated with
undesirable side effects (48-50). In healthy individuals, exer-
cise alone has been associated with increased bone mineral
density (41,51). Physical exercise also increases bone mineral
density in postmenopausal women and elderly people, and is a
safe, inexpensive, accessible option for premenopausal women
to prevent osteoporosis later in life (40,41,52).

To date, one randomized, controlled trial (53) has exam-
ined the effect of a low-impact exercise program on bone min-
eral density in CD patients. At the conclusion of the
12-month study, the exercise cohort (n=53) had significantly
(P>0.05) increased bone mineral density measurements in the
hip and spine compared with the control group (n=54). The
authors noted that only 52% of the exercise cohort completed
the twice weekly exercise regimen over the course of
one year. The lower than anticipated compliance was attrib-
uted to the remission-relapse cyclical nature of CD. A follow-
up to this study was conducted eight years later, during which
time subjects were free to select their level of activity (54).
No significant differences in bone mineral density were found
between those originally randomly assigned to the exercise
(n=26) and control (n=29) cohorts, indicating that the
effects of short-term exercise are not long lasting. However,
significant differences were found in both the spine and hip
when patients with higher levels of current activity were
compared with those who were the least active (P=0.015 and
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P=0.027, respectively). A recent observational study (54)
found a distinct association of activity and muscle mass with
bone strength and bone mass in CD patients. As a whole,
findings from these three papers indicated that CD patients
should engage in regular exercise to achieve and maintain
maximal bone density, which is similar to recommendations
for those in the general population who are at increased risk
for osteoporosis (41,55).

Stress management

For the general population, it is a well-established dogma
that regular exercise improves psychological health by reduc-
ing depression and anxiety while improving one’s self-image.
This is especially applicable in IBD patients who typically
report higher levels of daily stress and a lower quality of life
than the general population (56-58). Although it is unclear
whether stress affects the course of bowel disease, reducing a
patient’s daily stress level may increase their overall quality of

life (8,59).

Immune response

Several studies (60-62) have shown an association between
low to moderate exercise and an improvement in the immune
system, while intensive or prolonged bouts are detrimental.
IBD is a chronic condition in which the immune system is
compromised. Treatment may involve immunosuppressive
drug therapy. As such, any therapy, especially of a nonpharma-
cological origin, that can boost the immune system has benefi-
cial value.

BMI

The IBD patient is typically characterized as underweight and
malnourished. However, the recent population trend to being
overweight is also mirrored in newly diagnosed pediatric IBD
patients. A recent American study (63) reported that 10% of
CD and 20% to 30% of UC patients had BMI values consistent
with being overweight or at risk for being overweight. Obesity
and its effect on the course of IBD have been cursorily exam-
ined thus far (Table 3). The first study (64), published in 2002,
found that obese (BMI more than 30 kg/m?) CD patients devel-
oped anoperineal complications within a shorter time frame
(P>0.03), had more instances of active disease (OR 1.50, 95%
CI 1.07 to 2.11) and required more hospitalizations than CD
patients with a normal BMI. A retrospective study (65) found
that CD patients with a BMI of more than 25 kg/m? were sig-
nificantly older at diagnosis (P=0.0001), and a trend indicated
that they had a shorter median time to their first surgical pro-
cedure (72 versus 24 months) than their lighter counterparts
(BMI less than 18.5 kg/m?). A retrospective study (66) com-
pared the outcomes of restorative proctocolectomy between
31 obese (BMI 30 kg/m? or more) and 31 nonobese UC
patients. The obese cohort had higher rates of pelvic sepsis
(16% versus 0%, respectively; P<0.05) and perioperative mor-
bidity (32% versus 9.6%, respectively; P=0.058), supporting
the belief that restorative proctocolectomy is contraindicated
for obese patients. A 2006 case study (67) reported that a
bariatric UC patient who lost 86.8% of his weight due to a gas-
tric bypass experienced significant and sustained symptomatic
improvement. A common treatment to induce remission in
IBD patients is glucocorticoid therapy, which can cause weight
gain, resulting in additional problems for patients with higher
BMI values (29).

501



Narula and Fedorak

TABLE 3

Overview of studies examining the impact of obesity on the clinical course of inflammatory bowel disease

Reference, year Descriptions of study groups Study groups

Assessments Results

Crohn’s disease (CD)
Blain et al (64), Cases: Obese (BMI>25 at disease
2002 onset and >30 after diagnosis)
Controls: Normal BMI at all disease
stages

Cases (n=62)
Controls (n=124)

Hass et al (65), Obese: BMI>25
2006 Normal: BMI 18.5 to 24.9
Low weight: BMI<18.5

Obese (n=48)
Normal (n=90)
Low weight (n=10)

Ulcerative colitis (UC)
Efron et al (66), Cases: UC (n=27), FAP (n=4)
2001 Controls: UC (n=27), FAP (n=4)
(disease activity not reported)

Cases (n=31), BMI>30
Controls (n=31), BMI<25

Sex, disease location,
behaviour, severity,
complications and age

Cases had a shorter time to develop
anoperineal penetrating complications
(P>0.03), and were more prone to active
disease (OR 1.50, 95% CI 1.07-2.11);
and hospitalization (OR 2.35,

95% Cl 1.56-3.52)

The obese cohort was older at diagnosis
than the normal- and low-weight
cohorts (35.0 versus 22.5 years,
respectively; P=0.0001)

Trend showed that the obese cohort had
a shorter time to first surgery than the
normal-weight cohort (72 versus
24 months, respectively; P=0.21)

Patient characteristics,
medical management of
symptoms and disease
progression

Pre-, peri- and long-term
complications due to
restorative proctocolectomy,

Cases had higher rates of pelvic sepsis
versus controls (16% versus 0%,
respectively; P<0.05)

blood loss during surgery,

continence and length of

hospital stay

BMI Body mass index (kg/m?); FAP Familial adenomatous polyposis

In general, obesity is associated with physical limitations
and quality of life issues, in addition to being a causal or exac-
erbating agent in the course of a range of diseases. Limited
scholarly information indicates that obese IBD patients also
have unique risks that affect the management of disease symp-
toms, and their excess weight may act as a pathogenic agent.
Because widespread obesity is a relatively new cultural phe-
nomenon, future research is needed to improve patient care,
disease management and weight control options.

SUMMARY

The scholarly literature provides corroborating evidence indi-
cating that physical exercise does not affect the course of either
CD or UC. As a whole, the studies conducted have several
methodological limitations such as small cohort sizes and short
study durations that minimize their therapeutic value. IBDs
cause a range of extraintestinal manifestations that can be just
as debilitating as the primary disease. Many of these conditions
can also occur as primary diseases independent of bowel disease
and thereby affect a greater percentage of the population.
High-quality studies have been conducted to identify effective
interventions for both arthritis and osteoporosis. Exercise is
repeatedly found to be the most accessible, cost-effective and
beneficial therapy for these diseases, and has also been associ-
ated with improvements in mental health, the immune system
and weight loss.

In consideration of all the evidence collected regarding
the specific benefits of exercise for IBD patients, it may be
timely for the medical community to begin researching this
topic in earnest. First, the effect of exercise on IBD needs to
be clearly determined. If IBD is independent of exercise, then
we need to determine whether there is merit in providing
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exercise guidelines to a patient population that has compli-
ance difficulties due to the transitory nature of their symp-
toms. Likewise, because each IBD patient has a unique
presentation, personalized exercise regimens are required to
minimize physical risks while addressing medical limitations,
disease status, medications, appliance usage and age.
Developing a list of exercise suggestions from which an IBD
patient may select — depending on their physical well-being
at the time — may improve compliance and help to establish
a routine. However, only subsequent studies will be able to
convincingly determine whether any exercise is better than
none at all for IBD patients.
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