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The gastrointestinal tract does more than simply digest food – it contributes to 
many body systems and functions, making its health crucial for our overall well-
being. This special feature, published during Gastroparesis Awareness 
Month, explores the impact of digestive disorders like gastroparesis on the lives of 
Canadians.

Proposed topic highlights:
OUTLOOK – From diagnosis to lifestyle and therapy options, what can Canadians 
with gastroparesis expect?
ADVOCACY – Raising awareness about the impact of digestive disorders.
RESEARCH – New findings and how they affect quality of life.
SUPPORT – Where to turn for resources and help.

SPONSOR CONTENT PRODUCED BY RANDALL ANTHONY COMMUNICATIONS WITH CROHN’S AND COLITIS CANADA. THE GLOBE’S EDITORIAL DEPARTMENT WAS NOT INVOLVED.

I viewed the world
through the lens of
my illness. Looking
back at that journey
made me think of
all the others who
are facing a chronic
illness. I know their
fear, but I also know
you can thrive with

IBD.

Crystal McAfee
has been living with Crohn’s

disease for over 25 years

Crohn’s and Colitis Awareness Month
Advancing understanding and support for people with inflammatory bowel disease

magine life’s ups and downs
representing cycles of

debilitating pain alternating with
periods of fragile stability – and this
sequence running in an endless loop
due to a chronic, incurable condi-
tion. “The Crohn’s carousel” is how
Crystal McAfee describes her journey
of living with Crohn’s disease, one
of the main forms of inflamma-
tory bowel disease (IBD) along with
ulcerative colitis.
“Much like a ride on a carousel

horse, you would go up during a
period of remission and inevitably
come back down when this is fol-
lowed by a flareup with acute pain
and symptoms,” says McAfee, whose
own not-so-merry ride started over
25 years ago. “And you always go in
a circle.”
With the aim to create awareness

and offer support for others, she
shares her story and volunteers
with Crohn’s and Colitis Canada, the
Canadian national charity dedicated to
finding cures for Crohn’s disease and
ulcerative colitis and to improving the
lives of children and adults affected by
these chronic diseases.
McAfee became ill when she was

10. Persistent symptoms like severe
abdominal pain, cramping, diarrhea
and fatigue resulted in repeat visits to
pediatricians, who initially attributed
her suffering to “being a nervous
child,” she says. “I took school very
seriously, and they said I was simply
putting too much stress on myself.”
Other diagnoses followed over

time, including irritable bowel
syndrome and peptic ulcer, but when
she took medication for the latter,
her condition deteriorated. “I was
in severe pain and couldn’t eat and
drink. I lost 30 pounds in just three
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weeks,” says McAfee. “I was bleeding
excessively and ended up in the
hospital, where I had an emergency
colonoscopy. That’s when I learned I
had Crohn’s disease.”
Crohn’s disease is an autoimmune

condition marked by chronic inflam-
mation of the lining of the gastroin-
testinal tract. This interferes with the
body’s ability to digest food, absorb
nutrition and eliminate waste – symp-
toms that can make talking about the
disease difficult, says McAfee.

For people living with Crohn’s disease or ulcerative colitis, paying careful
attention to what they eat and drink, managing stress and planning ahead are
part of daily life. A simulation of what they may experience during a 24-hour
period aims to generate awareness and promote understanding. ISTOCK.COM

Crystal McAfee and her youngest son on the morning of the 2021 Gutsy
Walk, Crohn’s and Colitis Canada’s largest community fundraiser, one of the

experiences McAfee documented @gutsystrong. SUPPLIED

24 HOURS
‘IN THEIR
SHOES’

blood in your stool,” the onslaught
of symptoms was relentless. Yet
while they were difficult to bear,
dealing with their emotional impli-
cations seemed even more chal-
lenging. Here are some examples:

11:30 A.M.
LUNCH.
Your colleagues invite you to join
them for lunch at a place of their
choosing, but none of the menu op-
tions work particularly well for you.
Not having brought your own food
(which you often do), you order the
blandest meal and hope for the best.
One patient says, “I know if I eat
anything spicy, I regret it within 30
minutes. If I ever do choose to eat
a curry, I need to think about where
I am going to be within the next
half hour, [and if there is a restroom
nearby].”

11:55 A.M.
STOMACH PAIN.
You are doubled over, unable
to speak, unable to move. Your
discomfort goes unnoticed by the
group, and you’re grateful for that,
since you don’t have the energy to
explain.

2:00 P.M.
FEELING UNWELL.
Your IBD is making you feel unwell
and fatigued. You tell your partner
that because you are feeling unwell,
you’re not sure about your plans for
the night – and suggest reschedul-
ing date night for another evening.
You feel bad that your IBD is keeping
you from enjoying a simple night
out with your partner – you were
looking forward to it in the midst of
all the stress of living with a chronic
disease.

Inflammatory bowel disease (IBD)
is known for its isolating and dis-
ruptive nature and presents a host
of physical and emotional chal-
lenges, yet there is a big difference
between knowing about these
impacts and living with them.
As part of its commitment to

patient centricity, Takeda devel-
oped the In Their Shoes program
in 2015, an award-winning,
immersive simulation in which
participants “become the patients”
to experience what it is like to live
with IBD. The program utilizes a
mobile app as well as an IBD kit
and role play with the aim to foster
greater awareness about Crohn’s
disease and ulcerative colitis, the
main forms of IBD.
Offered recently through Crohn’s

and Colitis Canada, here are some
reflections from a participant:
The first action was putting

on a purple wristband, a visible
reminder that much of the next
24 hours would be shaped by the
experiences of someone living
with Crohn’s or colitis. Soon
after, prompt after prompt – plus
phone calls and props – made the
challenges associated with these
chronic conditions more tangible
than was physically and emotion-
ally comfortable.
From the first prompt, “9:30

a.m. Your stomach is growling
and you’re uncomfortable. Was
it something you ate or is your
condition flaring up?” to the next
morning, “8:45 a.m. There is

4:30 A.M.
PAIN.
Pain wakes you up earlier than usual.
You groggily get on with your day
with even less energy than you’d
normally have, which isn’t always
a lot when you live with Crohn’s or
colitis.

Snapshots like these, and simu-
lations in general, cannot fully
replicate the pain and disruption as-
sociated with IBD, yet In Their Shoes
participants gained an appreciation
of what people with a Crohn’s or
colitis diagnosis can experience on a
day-to-day basis.

As another participant had to say,
“I knew of the physical symptoms
of IBD, but wasn’t fully aware of
the emotional side effects that can
come with these diseases. The fact
is that Crohn’s and colitis are invis-
ible diseases, and the weight of that
invisibility can make it even harder
to manage the physical symptoms.”
While one can never be truly “in

their shoes,” this program makes
a great effort to showcase the
variety of ways that one’s life can
be affected while living with IBD to
improve awareness and understand-
ing of these devastating invisible
diseases.

“There is a bit of embarrassment
that comes with having IBD, and this
can add to the social isolation you
experience when you cannot fully
participate in education, work and
community during a flareup,” she
notes. “That’s why it is important to
raise awareness about these illnesses
in order to decrease stigma.”
For McAfee, it made a big difference

to find her community at Crohn’s and
Colitis Canada, which has invested
over $135-million in research since

1974 with the goal to find a cure. The
organization has also “created a safe
space where patients can come to-
gether and share their experiences,”
she says. “It is a powerful feeling to
be acknowledged and understood,
and this has been a source of healing
for me.”
McAfee considers herself lucky

to have been able to complete her
degree – after having to repeat her
first year of university because she
became severely ill – and finding
a career where she had access to
health-care coverage and paid time
off, although she sometimes used her
vacation days for dealing with health
challenges.
Her most treasured milestone was

becoming a mother. “Since I had
been severely ill in my youth and had
undergone an experimental therapy
at the time, I was told I wouldn’t
be able to have children,” McAfee
explains. “Having my children means
the world to me. I’ve also been for-
tunate to find my way to a sustained
remission through nutrition, stress
management and weight training.”
While training with weights was

meant to address concerns about
decreased bone density due to years
of taking steroids, McAfee came away
with a key insight, which inspired
her to step up her engagement with
Crohn’s and Colitis Canada.
“I realized that I was far stronger

and more capable than I imagined,”
she says. “I was a sick kid who
became a sick adolescent and then a
sick adult. I viewed the world through
the lens of my illness. Looking back
at that journey made me think of all
the others who are facing a chronic
illness. I know their fear, but I also
know you can thrive with IBD.”

Crohn’s and Colitis
Canada is a national,
volunteer-based charity
focused on finding
the cures for Crohn’s
disease and ulcerative
colitis and improving
the lives of children and
adults affected by these
diseases.

Crohn’s disease and
ulcerative colitis, the
two main types of
inflammatory bowel
disease (IBD), are lifelong
diseases without a cure.
There is an urgent need
for better awareness
of Crohn’s disease and
ulcerative colitis, which
affect about 300,000
Canadians – or about
one in 140 – among the
highest rate in the world.

Crohn’s and Colitis
Canada is transforming
the lives of people
affected by Crohn’s and
colitis through research,
patient programs,
advocacy and awareness.

For more information,
visit crohnsandcolitis.ca.

Living with Crohn’s disease or ulcerative colitis can be difficult. There are
many questions and challenges when you’re affected by a chronic disease.
We understand. Crohn’s and Colitis Canada offers resources, programs
and a community of support across Canada.

We’re here for you.
Every step of the way.

YOU’RE NOT
ALONE ON YOUR
JOURNEY.
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