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The Gut-Brain Connection
Simple dietary habits that support overall brain health and provide nutrients used in normal nerve signaling and

neurotransmitter synthesis.

Important: Food supports health, but no single food can quickly raise brain serotonin, dopamine, or GABA or replace psychotherapy,
medication, or medical care. Gut-brain research is promising, but many treatment claims remain under study.

What is the gut-brain axis?
The gut-brain axis is the two-way communication network linking the digestive tract and the central nervous system. It includes the enteric
nervous system, the vagus nerve, immune signals, hormones, and substances produced by intestinal microbes.

How do the gut and brain communicate?
Pathway What it does

Nervous system The vagus nerve and enteric nerves carry signals between the digestive tract and brain.

Immune system Immune messengers can influence inflammation, stress responses, and brain signaling.

Hormones Gut hormones help regulate appetite, digestion, energy balance, and stress-related processes.

Microbial metabolites Gut microbes ferment fiber and produce compounds such as short-chain fatty acids that interact with gut and
immune cells.

Why gut health matters
A healthy digestive system helps break down food, absorb nutrients, maintain the intestinal barrier, and support immune function. Diet can
shape the gut microbiome, but there is no single universally defined 'ideal' microbiome. Persistent digestive symptoms, unintended weight
loss, blood in the stool, or major dietary restrictions should be discussed with a medical professional.

Key nutrients and food sources
Nutrient Role in normal function Food sources

Protein / amino
acids

Building blocks used in enzymes, tissues, and
neurotransmitter synthesis.

Fish, eggs, poultry, dairy, tofu, beans, lentils

Omega-3 fats DHA is an important structural fat in neuronal cell
membranes.

Salmon, sardines, trout; walnuts, chia, flax

Vitamin B6, B12,
folate

Cofactors in nervous-system metabolism and
neurochemical synthesis.

Leafy greens, beans, eggs, fish, poultry, dairy, fortified foods

Iron and zinc Support enzymes, oxygen transport, and normal
neurological function.

Lean meat, seafood, beans, lentils, seeds

Magnesium Supports normal nerve and muscle function. Pumpkin seeds, almonds, spinach, beans, whole grains

Fiber Feeds many gut microbes and supports bowel regularity. Vegetables, fruit, oats, beans, lentils, whole grains
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Practical Gut-Brain Guide
Build a consistent, nutrient-dense eating pattern rather than chasing a single 'brain food.'

Daily habits checklist
■ Eat a variety of vegetables and whole fruits.

■ Choose whole grains and legumes regularly for fiber.

■ Include a protein source at meals.

■ Choose healthy fats, including fish, nuts, seeds, avocado, and olive oil.

■ Drink water regularly; needs vary by body size, activity, climate, and health conditions.

■ Limit highly processed foods, excess added sugar, and excess sodium.

■ Try fermented foods such as yogurt with live cultures or kefir if tolerated.

■ Support mental health with regular sleep, movement, stress management, and social connection.

Sample brain-healthy day
Meal Example

Breakfast Oatmeal with berries, walnuts, and plain yogurt or a fortified nondairy alternative.

Lunch Lentil or chicken salad with leafy greens, colorful vegetables, whole grain, and olive-oil dressing.

Snack Apple with peanut butter, or hummus with vegetables.

Dinner Salmon, tofu, or beans with brown rice or quinoa and roasted vegetables.

Grocery guide
Produce Protein Fiber-rich staples Healthy fats / extras

Berries
Leafy greens
Broccoli
Carrots
Apples

Fish
Eggs
Plain yogurt
Tofu
Beans

Oats
Brown rice
Quinoa
Lentils
Whole-grain bread

Olive oil
Walnuts
Chia/flax
Avocado
Herbs/spices

Myth vs. fact
Myth Fact

Food directly raises serotonin in the brain. Much of the body's serotonin is produced in the gut, but peripheral serotonin does not simply
cross into the brain. Diet supports normal physiology; it is not a rapid antidepressant.

A probiotic can treat anxiety or depression by
itself.

Research is ongoing and findings vary by strain, dose, and condition. Probiotics should not
replace established treatment.

More supplements are always better. High doses can cause side effects or interact with medications. Use supplements for a specific
need and with professional guidance.

Questions for your psychiatric provider
• Could a medication affect my appetite, weight, hydration, or
digestion?
• Do my symptoms or diet suggest that laboratory testing is
appropriate?
• Are any supplements unsafe with my medications?
• Should I see a registered dietitian or primary-care clinician?

Take-home message
A varied, nutrient-dense eating pattern supports general brain and gut
health. Small, sustainable habits matter more than restrictive diets,
detoxes, or quick fixes. Mental health care may also include
psychotherapy, medication, sleep, movement, and social support.
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Sources: NIH/NCCIH information on the microbiome and probiotics; NIH Office of Dietary Supplements fact sheets; U.S. Dietary Guidelines. Educational use only. Not
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