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			As Above, So Below

			The Bidirectional Relationship Between Your Physical and Emotional World

			If you raised an eyebrow (or two) when you read the introduction to this book, I’m not surprised. You might even doubt that there is an emotional side to health. To that I would say: One, keep reading, and two, keep an open mind. After years of working with people all around the world in my functional medicine telehealth clinic, I’ve seen the emotional side of health affect so many people. As a functional medicine doctor, I’m trained to look at the person as a whole instead of seeing the body as separate unrelated parts like in the conventional medicine world. I often collaborate with conventional physicians, therapists, and holistic practitioners to organize the best protocols healthcare has to offer for my patients (there’s a reason why functional medicine is also known as integrative medicine), serving as a proverbial “wellness quarterback” for my patients. A person’s mental, emotional, and spiritual world is not just part of that overall holistic picture, it’s the critical piece.

			Later on, we’ll dive into the nitty-gritty, granular reasons why our physical and emotional lives are intertwined. For example, we’ll talk about how gut bacteria can influence our mood and how stress can cause physiological changes that sabotage our health. But we’re not there just yet! Right now, I want to zoom out and talk about the practical everyday ways this gut-feeling connection reveals itself in our lives.

			
				How the Physical Impacts the Emotional
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				From years of clinical experience in nutrition and lifestyle medicine, I know that physical health factors are more than capable of impacting your emotional world. You might be shaking your head, thinking, Well, of course, Dr. Cole—nobody likes to be sick, in pain, or have a disease! While it’s true that having a chronic health condition or being sick can be a difficult emotional experience, I’m not necessarily talking about the emotional hardship of a diagnosed disease or the trauma of an acute illness, even though this certainly adds to the cycle of stress and health problems. Instead, I’m talking about the less obvious physical health imbalances—like chronic inflammation or gut-health microbiome imbalances—that can more subtly sabotage our emotional health day after day, year after year. This physical-emotional connection is insidious because it’s often ignored by the conventional healthcare world, which treats mental health and emotional health as if the brain exists completely unconnected to the rest of the body. And yet it seems like every single day, mental health issues like anxiety, depression, or PTSD are connected to physical health factors, like diet, inflammation levels, or the status of the gut microbiome, further proving that the physical and emotional world has always been and always will be intertwined.

				Just to give you a few examples:

				
					◆More and more studies are asserting that depression may be caused by chronic systemic inflammation in the body and showing that anti-inflammatory foods reduce symptoms of depression.

					◆Problems with the gut, such as yeast or bacterial overgrowth, often present themselves in the form of mood swings, anxiety, and persistent food cravings. When a patient comes in with any of these brain issues, the gut is the first thing I look at.

					◆Studies have suggested that inadequate immune system control and inflammation may raise the risk of developing PTSD after a trauma.[1]

					◆Studies show that even mild dehydration can be linked to anxiety, tension, and mood disturbance, demonstrating that something as simple as drinking more water and supporting electrolyte balance could improve mental health.[2]

					◆Here’s one you probably already know: A more sedentary lifestyle has been linked to an increased risk of anxiety and depression. But did you also know that exercise has been shown to be as effective if not more effective at reducing depression than prescription antidepressants? It’s true.[3]

				

				If you’ve ever been told that mental health issues have nothing to do with your physical health, you’re not alone. But I’m here to tell you that the connection between the two is all too real and couldn’t be more relevant to your health and healing.

			

			
				How the Emotional Influences the Physical
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				Now that we’ve established how physical health influences emotional health, let me ask you a question: Have you ever eaten a perfectly “healthy” meal and ended up bloated and with stomach pains? Often that’s because you sat down stressed and anxious, ate while you were distracted or still in fight-or-flight mode, and then went back to your hectic day without a moment of peace or stillness. Just like food, our thoughts and emotions have the power to make us feel terrible or fuel our bodies with vibrant health. In my years practicing functional medicine, I’ve seen any number of the following:

				
					◆I’ve seen patients with chronic digestive issues cut virtually every “trigger” food out of their diet but see their digestive health continue to decline because of chronic stress.

					◆I’ve seen patients try every exercise and diet that exists but continue to hold on to weight because their body is in fight or flight from an abusive relationship or past trauma.

					◆I’ve seen patients try every conventional and natural treatment to quell their autoimmune condition, trying to force it into submission instead of taking a break from their hyperintense job or exercise routine.

					◆I have many patients who don’t know which came first—the digestive problem or the depression, the autoimmunity or the anxiety, the migraines or the mood disorder.

				

				On the other end…

				
					◆I’ve seen patients quit a toxic job and completely reverse health conditions that had been getting worse for years.

					◆I’ve seen patients start meditating and investing in stress reduction and end up healing from chronic fatigue, hormone imbalances, inflammatory disorders, and so much more.

					◆I’ve seen patients start therapy and end up healing not just from anxiety and depression but also from migraines, allergies, IBS, psoriasis, acne—the list goes on ad infinitum.

					◆I’ve seen patient after patient break down in our consultations online, admitting that they feel sad, desperate, ignored, neglected, angry, or frustrated, and then report that they feel physical relief almost immediately just from being heard and letting their pent-up, suppressed emotions out.

				

				When I see any of these patients going through experiences like the ones I mentioned above, the deeply mysterious, emotional nature of these situations always strikes me. Despite our best efforts to control certain aspects of our health by taking our supplements and medications and eating all the “right” things, if we don’t address the emotional component of our health, we can never truly heal. These are just a few of the many, many moments over the years that have made me a true believer in the bidirectional relationship between physical and emotional health.

			

			
				Shameflammation
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				In my book The Inflammation Spectrum, I describe chronic inflammation as a smoldering fire within, a fire that goes largely unnoticed until it turns into any number of health problems. Well, throughout my years of treating patients and helping them get their bodies and minds back to vibrant health, I’ve seen the way that negative thoughts and emotions can subtly and systematically sabotage health, in much the same way as inflammation can. In fact, I see this phenomenon of emotional suffering causing physical suffering so often that I decided to give it its own name: Shameflammation.

				Shameflammation is present in every single one of us to some degree, and it can make us feel overwhelmed, anxious, hopeless, aimless, and totally disconnected from our intuition. It can be both the underlying cause and result of chronic health conditions—it’s often the one thing standing between us and optimal health. Shameflammation can make us feel like we’re constantly swimming upstream and at war with our bodies. Thoughts and emotions are like nutrients for your head, heart, and soul; and unfortunately, many of us have been feeding ourselves junk food for a long, long time.

				So, now let’s answer the question I know a lot of you are asking yourselves: Why shame? Out of all the negative emotions in this world, why do we use shame for the term that represents the negative impact of our emotional world on the physical? Over the years, I’ve learned that shame is perhaps the strongest, most damaging negative emotion of all. Brené Brown, a renowned shame and vulnerability researcher, says that “shame is lethal” and explains that shame affects all of us and profoundly shapes the way we interact in the world.[4]

				After years of consulting patients with all types of health struggles, I can say that nowhere is shame more at play than when it comes to our bodies and our health. It’s often a huge barrier to healing. Let me ask you this: When something goes awry with your body or health, big or small, how do you feel? The answer is probably a mixture of anger, fear, and maybe even some embarrassment, right? That sounds a whole lot like shame to me. The common thread between many emotions, especially those surrounding our body and our health, is often shame. Research shows that, as humans, we feel a lot of health-related shame and that shame can have a significant impact on our ability to stay healthy, heal from illness, and make healthy choices. Why? Because any type of shame—whether it’s related to food, our body, or a health condition—makes us feel unworthy of the vibrant health we crave, cutting us off at our knees as we try to get there. According to shame experts, shame exists on a spectrum, ranging from self-consciousness or embarrassment to a deep sense of inadequacy and fear, but these feelings all tell us one thing at the end of the day—that we don’t deserve that healthy and happy life.

				Unfortunately, despite knowing that shame affects our health in big and small ways, we don’t know all that much else due to a lack of research in this area. In one fascinating study, researchers posited that the impact of shame on our health “is unacknowledged, under-researched, and undertheorised in the context of health and medicine.” They go on to say that shame can have a significant impact on health, illness, and health-related behaviors and that shame’s influence can be described only as “insidious, pervasive, and pernicious.”[5] Pretty strong language, isn’t it? It is, but it’s also true. Your healing can’t shine when it’s soaked in shame.

				And then, there’s the other half of the word Shameflammation, the part that includes inflammation. Inflammation is a topic I speak about a lot as a functional medicine practitioner. Inflammation is actually a lifesaving biological process that was expertly created to help protect you from harm. When your inflammatory response is working the way it was designed, your body will launch a protective inflammatory response when you encounter a pathogen, such as the flu virus or a harmful bacteria like Staphylococcus or Streptococcus—and it will send inflammatory immune cells to the area to take down the threat, kill it, and then return your body to a state of calm. Inflammation also responds to injury. Have you ever broken a bone or sprained an ankle and noticed that it gets red, inflamed, and painful? That’s your inflammatory response rushing to the area to keep the hurt from spreading and to encourage you to rest so the area has time to heal.

				But this is true only when inflammation is acting the way it was designed to work. And for many of us, this is unfortunately not the case. Instead, many of us deal with chronic inflammation. This chronic inflammation is caused by a whole list of factors such as toxins in our environment, too much sugar in our diet, and a sedentary lifestyle. Chronic inflammation can also be triggered by stress, shame, and difficult emotional experiences. And when shame-triggered inflammation is high over a long period of time, it can contribute to disease. One particularly damaging pro-inflammatory protein that spikes during times of mental-emotional stress is something called interleukin-6 (IL-6 for short). An interesting study published in the journal Brain, Behavior, and Immunity looked at the relationship between mental stress, our brains, and inflammation. The researchers had forty-one healthy adult participants do something that most of us sweat at just the thought of: math. As if that wasn’t scary enough, they had the test subjects do it in front of a group of judges plus deliver a five-minute public speech. Afterward, the researchers took blood samples from the participants. They found that the longer they did math or spoke in public, the higher their IL-6 (inflammation) levels were. In fact, while you might think that the levels of inflammation would go down after the participants had been doing it for a while, that wasn’t the case. On the second day of public speaking and problem-solving, stress and IL-6 levels spiked even higher than on the first.[6]

				But what the researchers discovered next was also astounding. It turned out that the group with the highest measured levels of self-compassion before the study—the ones who had the highest levels of acceptance of themselves—had the lowest IL-6 (inflammation) response to the stress.

				This is a powerful message. Stress, shame, inflammation, Shameflammation—it’s all inevitable to some degree. But our relationship with ourselves in the present moment contributes to whether the challenges we face flood our body with inflammation or are met with calming balance, allowing our body to thrive. This is why so much of taming Shameflammation, which we’ll learn about in future chapters, has to do with self-compassion. Self-compassion and a sense of being your biggest cheerleader should always be the underlying cause of anything you do for your health and wellness. Why? You can’t heal a body you hate.

				Now, I know that there’s no such thing as a life without stress. We will all face stressors of one type or another, whether they involve our finances, our health, our education, our relationships, or our family. But that’s not where our negative emotional experiences begin and end. As humans, we also experience deeper, more complex, and more intense feelings that can also affect our health.

				The bottom line is that shame is ever-present in our lives and ever-relevant when it comes to our relationship with ourselves and our health. When I’m consulting with my patients from my functional medicine telehealth clinic, often the intersection between shame and inflammation—Shameflammation—is what stands between them and their healing.

				
					Is Shameflammation Sabotaging Your Health?

					So, I know you are all wondering what signs indicate that your emotional world is affecting your physical health. The first sign is that you’re struggling with conditions like anxiety, depression, PTSD, or another trauma disorder. That said, the effects of shame can go far beyond mental health. When I’m consulting with patients online, I look for the following signs and symptoms and always flag them as a reason to dig deeper into their inner world:

					
						◆Physical pain that can’t be explained or treated

						◆A hormone imbalance

						◆A disconnection from your intuition, especially when it comes to food and wellness

						◆Brain fog and light-headedness

						◆Autoimmune conditions

						◆Heart palpitations (the feeling that your heart is racing)

						◆A chronic health issue that is exacerbated or triggered by stress

						◆Chronic fatigue that can’t be explained

						◆A chronically stiff neck or back

						◆Constipation or diarrhea even after making dietary changes

						◆Extreme tiredness or fatigue, with normal lab results and no clear explanation

						◆Insomnia

						◆Low libido or problems with sexual performance

						◆Mood changes that seem unrelated to what’s going on in your life

						◆Chronic bloating or gas despite making dietary changes

						◆A chronic health condition that developed after a traumatic experience

						◆Weight gain or loss without a clear explanation

						◆Change in appetite and nausea

						◆A lack of motivation to make lifestyle changes

						◆Feeling like you’re constantly swimming upstream

						◆Being overwhelmed by all the nutrition and health advice in the world

						◆Constantly comparing your diet and lifestyle, your health and body, to what you see around you

						◆A feeling of aimlessness or hopelessness when it comes to health and nutrition

					

				

			

			
				Taming Shameflammation with the Gut-Feeling Lifestyle Plan
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				So, how do you tame Shameflammation? Regardless of how big a role it’s playing in our lives, getting Shameflammation under control requires us to get our gut-feeling connection back in sync—and we can do this by focusing not only on the foods that are kind to our gut but also on the practices that are friendly to our mind. When we tackle Shameflammation from both the gut side and the feeling side, we can restore that gut-brain connection and stop swimming upstream.

				In many instances, the antidote to this Shameflammation is a process of slowing down, getting still, and reconnecting with yourself. When you do this, it begins a beautiful process of shifting and realigning the paradigm: You begin to view health and healing as an investment in the body and the mind and understand the connection between them. That journey to sustainable wellness doesn’t happen overnight, but it’s so worth it. I’ve always aimed to imbue my nutrition and lifestyle plans with grace, ease, and self-love. And in this book, I’m taking it a step further with the 21-Day Gut-Feeling Plan, which is infused with flexibility and simplicity to quiet the noise and get you back in touch with those invaluable gut feelings.

				At the core of the Gut-Feeling Plan is addressing your gut-feeling connection from a holistic point of view. The goal of this book is to learn that wellness is a sacred art, and you are the masterpiece. Everything I’ll teach you throughout the course of this book about the body and mind comes together in the lifestyle plan, which takes you on a 21-day journey to reset your gut health, restore your energy, and reboot the connection between physical and emotional health. So what does that look like in practice?

				The Gut-Feeling Plan is not a detox, cleanse, or elimination diet. It’s something that can be completed anytime, anywhere, and maintained for your entire life. It’s designed to be flexible and fun. The Gut-Feeling Plan is a new way of thinking about wellness—one that focuses on what’s going on in your head and heart as much as on what’s filling your plate. For 21 days, I’ll take you through a series of practices and lessons I’ve collected over the years that have had a huge impact on my patients and my own health, too.

				Each day will be divided into two parts: gut and feelings. Every day, there will be one tip or action item for each equally important facet of health. Some of the tips or action items involve reflecting on your diet, cravings, or habits around food—and I will suggest changes you can make that will help you optimize health and happiness—and others are practices that I’ve seen help my patients and followers optimize the gut-feeling connection. For the gut, this could be anything from trying out a gut-healing food to tracking your water or sugar intake to experimenting with leaving a fourteen-hour gap between dinner and breakfast the next day. The feeling items will be anything from gratitude practices to a breathing exercise to a bath.

				The Gut-Feeling Plan is all about reflection and experimentation. As you move through it, I offer you the opportunity to make changes to your diet and lifestyle, but what those changes look like, how drastic they are, and whether you do them for that single day or continue with that practice for the rest of the 21 days (or even beyond!) is up to you. The exercises in the 21-Day Gut-Feeling Plan are meant to inspire playful experimentation and celebration of your body and mind.

			

			
				Proverbial Food Fights: Letting Your Food Peace FLAG Fly
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				It’s no surprise that I’m an advocate for many diverse wellness practices, especially those that are founded on the idea of food as medicine. That said, a big part of writing this book for me was reflecting on the ways that wellness culture has inadvertently contributed to a distorted gut-feeling connection and Shameflammation. One big factor that I know plays a role is the sheer number of mixed messages about healthy living coming from all directions. Too much advice draws hard-and-fast rules about what’s healthy and what’s not, leaving us feeling like failures if we don’t follow it word for word. This inevitably leads to frustration, stress, and dread—and you know what that means: Shameflammation. We’ve given ourselves labels such as paleo, keto, vegan, low carb, vegetarian or carnivore, trapping ourselves in boxes and leaving ourselves little room to listen to our own intuition or gut feelings about what our bodies and minds really need to heal. But here’s the truth: There is no best method that holds the secret to perfect health for all humans, and anyone telling you different is perpetuating ideas from a toxic diet culture that we should all look the same and eat the same to be healthy and happy—as if humans are anything but wonderfully unique. If we all ate and exercised exactly the same way, we would still all look, weigh, and feel very differently. We are all individuals, and even the “healthiest” food for one person may not be the best for you. Conversely, food, exercise, or wellness practices that don’t make you feel great may work just fine for someone else. As we move through this book, I’ll be pointing out other ways to free yourself from this linear thinking and to tackle this often-ignored cause of Shameflammation. Bio-individuality is the heart of functional medicine and human health.

				As you’ll experience when you get to the plan, I designed the 21-Day Gut-Feeling Lifestyle Plan to help you explore a balanced approach to food and eating. This plan teaches us that we can hold two competing thoughts in our brain at the same time—that eating healthy can improve our health but also that stressing about food can sabotage our health just the same—and find a food solution that still makes sense for us. If you want to feel your best, you must find a way to strike a balance between honoring the physical without sabotaging the emotional and honoring the emotional without sabotaging the physical. Looking after both sides is the foundation of the Gut-Feeling Plan—it aims to create a solid foundation of nutrition that gives your body the tools it needs to function at its very best. It does this by promoting the consumption of nutrient-dense foods healthy for your gut and your brain while helping you identify and reflect on the foods and practices that might be causing problems.

				The nutrition part of the Gut-Feeling Plan is founded upon four key principles:

				
					◆Flexibility: This means being open-minded about learning which foods your body loves and make you feel great. It means not being rigid but embracing and evolving with curiosity.

					◆Lightness: You can allow your thoughts and emotions around food and wellness to pass through you instead of holding on to them and identifying with them. If something didn’t work for you, let it go.

					◆Awareness: By using food as a meditation and eating more mindfully, you will learn which foods make you feel great and which ones don’t. Avoiding foods that make you feel physically inflamed, bloated, fatigued, or any form of yucky isn’t restrictive. It’s self-respect. Ask yourself, “Does this food make me feel great or not?” Focus on foods that make you feel great.

					◆Grace: If eating the food—even the food that didn’t make you feel great afterward—was worth it, quit shaming yourself and give yourself and this process some grace and move on. Shame is worse than any junk food. If it wasn’t worth it, then you’ll grow in awareness for the next time. You are learning to love feeling great more than you thought you wanted that food that made you feel bad.

				

				In other words, let your Food Peace FLAG fly!

				Beyond that, the plan is about approaching nutrition and wellness from a place of self-love and celebration, not from a need to maintain a “perfect” diet or lifestyle, which will end up sabotaging your gut-feeling connection more than helping it. In other words, you build that solid foundation, and then the rest of your focus is on being satisfied and happy with the choices you’ve made.

				Before we dive into the plan itself and get to addressing the gut-feeling connection, let’s dive into the gut and our feelings individually so we can understand how they are connected and play a role in our health.

			

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			Gut

			The Physiology of the Second Brain

			Have you ever heard the saying, “The gut is the second brain”? Whether this is the first time you’re reading those words or the thousandth, they seem to become truer every day. When you feel the sting of rejection, a pang of loneliness, or that little “nudge-nudge” of intuition about something or someone, it’s not just your imagination that you feel it in the gut. All emotions—anything from sadness to excitement to fear—can lead to changes in the functioning of the gut. The gut and the brain communicate directly back and forth in a very real way. Have you ever looked at a delicious plate of food and immediately found your stomach growling? Have you ever felt nervous and lost your appetite? Have you ever pulled an all-nighter and craved sugar the whole next day? That’s just your gut being your good ol’ second brain.

			For the past several years, scientists have been able to deepen our understanding of this link, drawing connections between mental health conditions, like anxiety and depression, and the gut. In this chapter, we’ll be diving into the magnificent and mysterious world of the gut, including what’s new in research on the gut-brain connection and how the ins and outs of the gut affect our health every single day. And we’ll be starting at the very center of it all—the gut microbiome.

			
				The Microbiome and Your Mood
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				I’d be surprised if you didn’t know a thing or two about the gut microbiome already. You may have heard something from a friend or family member or read something on the news about the benefits of probiotic supplements for gut health, weight loss, or bloating. There’s a good chance you’re well acquainted with the idea that the gut microbiome plays a role in your health.

				If you’re new to the world of gut health, don’t worry. We’ll start with the basics, like the fact that your digestive system—but most important, your intestines, which are a little farther down in the digestive tract than your stomach—is home to upward of 100 trillion beneficial microbes. A trillion is a hard number to conceptualize for most of us, so a helpful way to wrap your head around it is to think of it as one million million bacteria. One trillion dollar bills laid next to each other would extend from the earth to the sun and back with many miles left to spare. Do that a hundred times and you start to get at least a rough idea of what’s living inside of you, in your vast gut garden. There are so many bacteria in your gut that you actually have upward of ten times more bacteria in your gastrointestinal system than you have human cells in your body. You could say you are a sophisticated, beautiful host for the microbiome metropolis.

				Together, all these bacteria make up your gut microbiome, which is a vast gut garden that includes not just bacteria but also fungi, viruses, and parasites. You and your gut bacteria have evolved over millennia as symbiotic organisms, which means your body provides them with certain things they need to thrive—for example, a place to live and food to eat—and in exchange, they perform vital functions for you—for example, helping you digest food or protecting you from pathogenic bacteria or viruses that threaten to make you sick.

				Together, all these microbes create an ecosystem, a whole little world inside your gut. This highly sophisticated microbiome metropolis is where a lot of important bodily processes originate or occur. We often focus on digestion when we talk about the gut and the microbiome, but your gut bacteria play a role in way more than just digestion. The microbiome is intricately connected to your metabolism, hormone, brain, and immune function. Your gut is also intricately connected to your mental and emotional health. Your gut is where 95 percent of the serotonin and 50 percent of the dopamine (your main “feel-good” neurotransmitters) in your body are made and kept. The microbiome exercises unbelievable control over your mood and nervous system as in these examples:

				
					◆An increase in certain types of gut bacteria has been directly connected to anxiety and depression.

					◆The development of PTSD has been linked to changes in the gut bacteria after a traumatic event.

					◆An increase in certain types of gram-negative bacteria in the gut at the end of the menstrual cycle is associated with premenstrual symptoms like anxiety, irritability, and food cravings.

				

				Weighing about five pounds, these bacteria wield a lot of power over your mood and behavior. In another example, emerging research is showing that our gut bacteria can actually tell us what to eat and influence our mental health until we do their bidding. Researchers have shown that introducing certain types of bacteria into the microbiomes of animals can completely change their behavior when it comes to food choices. How does this work? The most likely explanation is that metabolites produced by bacteria carry information from the gut to the brain, telling the host whether it needs a particular kind of food. If you’ve ever tried to cut out sugar, you’ve likely seen this mechanism in action. When we eat a lot of sugar, sugar-eating bacteria are allowed to overgrow in number, feeding off the sugar we consume. When we try to reduce the amount of sugar in our diet, these bacteria panic at the loss of food. In an effort to save themselves, they attempt to get us to eat sugar again by changing our taste buds and influencing our opioid and cannabinoid receptors as well as neurotransmitters like dopamine and serotonin. This is why we experience intense sugar cravings and often feel anxious, cranky, and tired when we start a sugar detox. As you can see, we shouldn’t underestimate the power of the microbiome.

				
					What’s Up with Your Gut?

					As I mentioned earlier, there’s a whole little world living inside your gut, and it has a massive influence on your entire body’s health. When something’s wrong with your gut, you’ll likely feel it in your mood, metabolism, immune system, and so much more. But what disrupts a healthy gut in the first place? Here are five common gut health issues I see all the time in my practice.

					
							
							Bacterial Dysbiosis. As we just learned, your microbiome contains a delicate balance of microbial species that live in harmony with you. Unfortunately, factors like medication overuse (particularly antibiotics, which can wipe out populations of good bacteria as well as kill bad ones), stress, and poor-quality foods can disrupt this essential balance of bacteria. As a result, “bad” bugs can start to replicate and grow, crowding out beneficial probiotic bacteria. This is called bacterial dysbiosis, which essentially means “an imbalance of gut bacteria.”

						

							
							Leaky Gut. Ahh, leaky gut. Such a cute term, isn’t it? In a healthy gut, the intestinal lining—which is where the nutrients from the foods you eat get absorbed into the bloodstream through the lining—contains structures called tight junctions. These tight junctions act as tiny bouncers, regulating what’s allowed to pass from the digestive tract to the inside of the body. When leaky gut occurs, the intestinal lining becomes damaged, and these tight junctions get a little less…well…tight. As a result, things that shouldn’t penetrate the intestinal lining (like food particles, bad bacteria, and toxins) start to slip through into the bloodstream. As you can probably guess, this loss of control over what stays out and what gets in can wreak havoc in the area and cause chronic systemic inflammation that sabotages your health.

						

							
							Small Intestinal Bacterial Overgrowth. Mostly referred to as SIBO, this increasingly common condition can lead to a wide variety of digestive problems such as irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), bloating, histamine intolerance, and acid reflux. SIBO is also associated with mental health issues like anxiety and brain fog. It happens when bacteria in the large intestines overgrow into the small intestines. So how does SIBO happen? Your gut is composed of the small and the large intestines, and when you’re not eating, you have something called the migrating motor complex (MMC), which is supposed to push gut bacteria down into the large intestine, where most of them live. When this process isn’t working as well as it should, bacteria that are meant to migrate down, instead grow up into the small intestine, where they don’t belong.

						

							
							Candida Overgrowth. The word candida refers to the Candida albicans fungus, which is the most common yeast in the human gastrointestinal system. Ideally, candida occurs in small amounts in all our digestive tracts as part of an overall healthy mycobiome balance (the prefix myco denoting the fungal species of the larger microbiome). Sometimes, however, things can get knocked out of balance—often when there is a decrease in beneficial bacteria, such as with a course of antibiotics or a diet high in sugar—and this allows candida to grow out of control. This not only causes the symptoms of candida overgrowth to occur, but also creates a situation where other opportunistic bacteria, yeasts, and parasites can take over and wreak havoc on your physical and mental health.

						

							
							Food Sensitivities. Number five on the list of common gut health issues I see in my telehealth clinic is food sensitivities. Both a cause and a consequence of leaky gut, food intolerances and sensitivities are becoming more common with each passing year. Like seasonal allergies, food sensitivities are immune-mediated—but they can oftentimes result in a more delayed reaction than a sneezing fit after hanging out with your friend’s cat or dog. Sensitivities are complicated because you may be able to digest certain amounts of foods you are sensitive to without an issue, but eating that food every day may gradually affect your health in surprising ways, such as causing anxiety or triggering rashes. These symptoms don’t often occur immediately after eating but instead hours or even days later.

						

					

				

				The microbiota are one of the main regulators of the gut-feeling connection, which is why so much of the Gut-Feeling Plan and the dietary suggestions in chapter 5 are centered around supporting a healthy gut microbiome. That said, it’s not the only fascinating way these two aspects of your health are connected. Your gut has its own nervous system that is playing a role in your gut-feeling interactions, too.

			

			
				The Gut and the Nervous System
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				Earlier we talked about butterflies and stomach grumbles as evidence of the gut-feeling connection, but of course this phenomenon goes far deeper than these small moments in time. The gut and the brain are intricately connected largely by one facet of the nervous system, called the enteric nervous system. The enteric nervous system (ENS) is a division of the peripheral nervous system that actually lives within the walls of the gastrointestinal tract. There are some 200 to 600 million neurons of the ENS embedded in the mucosal lining and muscles that make up the gut; these are found from the very start of the digestive tract (the mouth) to the very end (the colon).[1] The ENS works directly with the central nervous system to modulate digestion—mainly processes like initiating swallowing and the release of digestive enzymes that help you absorb your food—but it’s also involved in other bodily processes, including the stress response. The ENS communicates directly with the central nervous system. In fact, the two systems send messages back and forth throughout your day and even when you sleep. That means that every time you feel a pang of anxiety or shame or happiness or excitement, your brain and gut are communicating and responding accordingly.

				With this in mind, it’s easy to see how emotional health can be such a big disrupter of digestive health. Think about it: Your nervous system can turn digestion on and off, influence your gut bacteria, and even affect gut motility at a moment’s notice! When we talk about digestive issues, it’s easy to put all the focus on food, but the existence of the enteric nervous system means that food is only part of the equation. So while I wholeheartedly believe that food can act as medicine or a trigger for disease, that’s not where the conversation ends! If you’ve been eating healthy foods but you’re still dealing with digestive issues, there’s a great chance your stress levels—and the enteric nervous system—are playing a part. The research doesn’t lie:

				
					◆Stress is known to increase intestinal permeability, leading to conditions like leaky gut.

					◆Stress increases your susceptibility to chronic inflammation in the colon and gastrointestinal (GI) tract.

					◆Stress is associated with gastrointestinal disease, including functional bowel disorders like SIBO, inflammatory bowel disease, peptic ulcer disease, and gastroesophageal reflux disease.

					◆Stress is a known trigger for flare-ups in inflammatory bowel disease like Crohn’s disease and ulcerative colitis.

				

				Being under chronic sustained stress can sabotage your digestion to the point that practically no matter what you eat, you’re going to have trouble digesting it in a way that is comfortable and helps you absorb and utilize the nutrients in the food you eat. Why? Because of the almost endless connections between your brain and your gut, starting with the enteric nervous system.

			

			
				The Nervous System—The Gears of the Gut-Feeling Connection
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				The enteric nervous system is one component of a larger branch of your nervous system called the autonomic nervous system (ANS). The ANS is a branch of the nervous system that influences internal organs and regulates involuntary physiological processes like heart rate, blood pressure, digestion, sexual arousal, respiration, and the fight-or-flight response. The ANS is divided into three branches—the sympathetic nervous system, the parasympathetic nervous system, and the enteric nervous system. Let’s talk about the sympathetic nervous system—which is known for regulating the fight-or-flight response. The SNS is one of our body’s most incredible systems, intricately designed to protect us from harm and give our bodies and brains the tools they need to escape danger and stay alive. When we encounter a stressor—for example, when a loud noise goes off near us or we almost get hit by a soccer ball at our kid’s game—our body launches into sympathetic activation. In an instant, the amygdala (an almond-shaped part of the brain that regulates fear) sends a sort of SOS signal to the hypothalamus, which is kind of like a central command center for the fight-or-flight response.

				Through a very complex web of communications, called the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis (HPA axis), this signal makes its way to the adrenal glands, which start producing adrenaline, leading to instant physiological changes that we’re all familiar with. For example, our heart rate increases, our muscles tense, our breathing becomes shallower, glucose is released into our bloodstream, and our digestion slows down so we can direct blood and energy to other areas of the body. Your lungs even expand their capacity so you can get the most oxygen in the fewest possible breaths. All of this happens in an instant. You have that surge of adrenaline; your heart feels like ice and your brain goes totally haywire for a split second. You are ready to fight or flee. If the threat doesn’t immediately pass, the HPA axis activates another series of communications to keep the sympathetic nervous system activated for more than just a few seconds. This leads to the release of cortisol—known as the body’s main stress hormone—by the HPA axis.

				Chronic overactivation of the autonomic nervous system, either through physiological stressors (such as chronic gut problems or chronic infections like mold toxicity or Lyme disease) or psychological stressors (such as chronic stress or trauma) or both can trigger something called dysautonomia. Dysautonomia is a dysfunction of the autonomic nervous system, particularly in that the parasympathetic response is decreased and the sympathetic response is on overdrive. Dysautonomia can be diagnosed on its own, but it is usually associated with other health problems such as chronic fatigue syndrome, chronic Lyme disease, chronic mold toxicity, or autoimmune conditions like multiple sclerosis (MS) and fibromyalgia. When a person has dysautonomia, their body is in many ways stuck in an overactivation of the sympathetic response, perpetually in a state of hypervigilance. The truth is, this is not just about dysautonomia. Dysautonomia is just one end of a larger dysregulated nervous system spectrum in which the stress response is constantly firing, and the body is unable to calm down and return to a safe, relaxed, restful state.

			

			
				Physiological versus Psychological Stressors
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				As we’re learning about the autonomic nervous system and the inner workings of the gut-feeling connection, I use simple examples of stressors—for example, getting hit by a soccer ball or hearing a loud noise. I find that this is the best way to understand how the nervous system works. But the truth is, we all know that stray soccer balls or loud noises aren’t the only stressors we encounter. Most of us can admit that those quick moments of stress are the least of our worries. The stressors most of us struggle with daily are more chronic, more adult, and more modern. There are physical stressors, which I talk about a lot with my patients that include factors like these:

				
					◆Poor nutrition and nutrient deficiencies

					◆Underlying gut health issues

					◆Exposure to toxins

					◆Biotoxins like Lyme disease and mold toxicity

					◆Lack of exercise

					◆Chronic pain

					◆Chronic disease

					◆Poor sleep

				

				There are also psychological stressors, which we’ll learn more about in the next chapter, that include factors like these:

				
					◆Chronic stress about work, finances, relationships, health, or any number of other factors

					◆Situational anxiety and depression

					◆Emotions like anger or shame

					◆Trauma and multigenerational trauma

				

				Both physiological stressors and psychological stressors can send us into chronic sympathetic activation
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					The Endocannabinoid System and the Gut-Feeling Connection
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				1. Sugar

				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				2. Alcohol

				
				
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
					
				

				
			

			
				3. Processed and Packaged Foods
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