Text 10: How your belly could heal your brain

The bacteria inside our guts provide a crucial link between the food we eat and how we feel.
Have you ever had a “gut-wrenching” experience? Or felt “butterflies” in your stomach? Both expressions make a clear connection between our emotions and our digestive system. Our moods can cause sensations in our stomach and gut, and vice versa, as anyone who has experienced the misery of an upset stomach can testify. In this case, the turmoil in our gut has a profound effect on our emotional state. This link, known as the gut–brain axis, is the subject of exciting new research.
When our gut talks, our brain listens

The brain and the gastrointestinal tract are connected both physically and biochemically. Physical connections exist in the form of neurons – 500 million of them – connecting the gut to the brain. Then there are neurotransmitters, chemical messengers that carry signals from nerve cells to target cells in muscles, glands, or other nerves. These are produced in the brain, and also by the bacteria living in our gut. Since neurotransmitters affect, among other things, our moods and emotional states, this gives our gut microbes considerable sway over how we feel.

Healthy gut, happy mind

The 100 trillion bacteria living in our gut weigh in at around three pounds – about the weight of the human brain. Among the chemicals these microbes produce is serotonin, also known as the “happy hormone”, which helps regulate feelings of well-being. An estimated ninety per cent of the body’s serotonin comes from the intestinal tract. Gut microbes also produce a neurotransmitter called gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA) which helps control feelings of fear and anxiety, and also improves sleep.

The important role these molecules play in our mental well-being gives us a strong incentive to cultivate a healthy gut. Studies have suggested that one way to improve gut health is through the use of probiotics, live bacteria and yeasts that are good for our digestive system. They can be found in yogurt, some cheeses and in fermented foods, although we can’t be sure the bacteria they contain survive the acidic environment of the stomach and reach the intestines intact. For this reason, many people choose to take them in pill form as dietary supplements. Tablets can also carry a greater quantity and diversity of bacteria.

Eat yourself happy

Making changes in our diet is a simple and natural way to boost the health of our gut bacteria. Since a healthy gut promotes mental well-being, we can literally eat ourselves happier. Bearing in mind that what we eat is not just nutrition for ourselves, but also for the hundreds of species of bacteria that live in our intestines, what kinds of foods should we be eating? Here are some tips.

Eat a wide range of plant-based foods. A healthy gut has a diverse community of microbes, each of which prefers different foods.

Eat more fibre. Although we can’t break down fibre ourselves, many bacteria can. Fruit, vegetables, pulses, nuts and wholegrains provide excellent sources of fibre which your gut bacteria will appreciate.

Eat foods rich in polyphenols. Good sources include blueberries, dark chocolate, olive oil and green tea. Gut bacteria are able to process polyphenols and transform them into important metabolites for the brain.

Eat foods rich in unsaturated fats such as oily fish, chia seeds and walnuts.

Avoid highly processed foods. They often contain ingredients like refined sugars or trans fats that can suppress "good" bacteria or increase "bad" bacteria.

A bright future for bugs and brains

We still don’t know the full extent of the impact gut bacteria have on mood which is why the gut-brain axis is such a popular topic for research. The World Health Organization rates depression and anxiety as a leading cause of disability, affecting at least 300 million people worldwide. The hope is that one day we may be able to manipulate the microbes living within our gut and well-being. If we can do that by changing what we eat, then a whole new way of treating mental illness will open up before us.
