
The Gut Brain Connection - How Our Gut Health Impacts Our Mental Health

Why is gut health even important for mental health? Our gut and brain don’t seem to be
particularly close to each other in our bodies.

The fact is that what we eat has a huge impact on our mental health. Here’s a revolutionary idea:
if you eat healthy food, you will have a healthy body and mind and if you eat unhealthy food you
will have an unhealthy body and mind.

Let’s start with an understanding of the gut-brain connection, because in fact our gut and brain
are a team that are constantly communicating. We have a nerve called the Vagus nerve that
basically connects our mind and body - it connects our brain, heart, and our gut (as well as
connecting to the rest of our nervous system)1.

In our gut we have approximately half a billion neurons - more neurons than the rest of our
nervous system combined (apart from our brain). This is called the enteric nervous system - or the
gut brain2. There really is some solid science behind listening to your gut feelings as there is a
huge amount of information processing going on there - it really is our second brain. The enteric
nervous system (or gut brain) communicates with the brain via the vagus nerve and fascinatingly
90% of that communication goes from the gut to the brain and only 10% from the brain to the gut3.
Our gut essentially has a huge impact on what is occurring in our brain - and this is just one of the
main ways that the gut interacts with the brain.

Another way the gut interacts with the brain is through the immune system. Over 80% of our
immune system is found in our gut4. This is important because when we eat food it comes from
the outside world and can bring in pathogens that our immune system needs to stop. The gut
and gut microbiome modulate the function of the immune system - turning on or off
inflammation4. Because of the connection of the gut and the brain, if the gut is inflamed due to
chronic immune system activation caused by a gut impacted by low quality diet then the brain
can become inflamed5. If the gut is stressed then the brain can become stressed and vice versa.
You may have even noticed this yourself when you’re feeling anxious before something - that
feeling of butterflies in your stomach is the gut brain connection at work6. Overall this has a huge
impact on mental health. Inflammation in the brain is believed to be one of the main underlying
causes of depression, anxiety, brain fog or difficulty concentrating, bipolar episodes, PTSD
symptoms and many other mental health and neurological problems7. This brain inflammation is
often coming from the gut5.

Another way that our gut health impacts our mental health is through our microbiome - we’ll get
more into the microbiome later - but we essentially have a whole ecosystem with trillions of
microorganisms living in our gut8. The bacteria in our microbiome are responsible for producing
up to 95% of our serotonin9, our feel good hormone, 50% of our dopamine10, our reward and
motivation hormone, as well as producing up to 30 different key neurotransmitters that have
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important roles in mood and mental health as well as in the regulation of our nervous system,
helping to reduce stress and help us feel calmer and happier11. All of these neurotransmitters are
absolutely key for mental health and while not all of them actually make their way to the brain
they have important roles in the millions of neurons in our ‘gut brain’ that we talked about earlier -
as well as having important roles in regulating our nervous system and our emotional states,
again essentially helping us to feel relaxed and calm12. Not only do our microbes produce
important neurotransmitters they also produce a huge host of other beneficial chemicals that can
help to reduce inflammation in the body, heal our gut, improve our mental health, brain health,
focus and cognition, improve our cardiovascular health, reduce our risk of certain cancers and
help to keep the cells of our colon healthy13.

So there are many different ways that our gut and brain are connected - the essential
understanding that I want you to take away from this is that our gut health can have an enormous
impact on our mental health - as well as our overall health in general.

If our microbiome is responsible for all these things in our body of course you will have a mood
disorder if you have a damaged gut. Let’s learn more about the microbiome so we can
understand how this all works!
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