
SFFC Nutrition Newsletter  Summer 2019

STRESS & 
GUT HEALTH

Stress is a fact of life we feel as 
body heat rising while siting in traffic, a dry 
mouth as we step in front of an audience,  
clenched and tight jaw muscles after a 
difficult conversation, or a sour stomach after 
worrying about finances.   

These physical responses to challenging 
daily moments are a sign that stress has an 

impact on our bodies and our health.  

When stressful moments occur regularly 
in our daily lives, they can have a 
profound negative impact on not just 
mental but also physical health, increasing 
the risk for heart disease, stroke, diabetes, 
and some cancers. New research is 
showing how the body’s stress response 
causes changes in the gut. This includes 
the health of the cells lining our intestines 
(which act as a barrier between the foods we 
eat and our blood stream) as well as to the 
types of bacteria that live in our intestines 
(gut bacteria). 

What is Gut Bacteria? 
These microscopic creatures, which in total 
can weigh up to 4 ½ pounds, share the space 
in our guts with us, getting fed by the foods 
we eat. But they are not just hangers on, they 
help us digest our food, provide us with 
essential vitamins, break down toxins, and 
help to train our immune systems. While it is 
not clear yet which species of bacterial 
provide the most health benefits and which 
the most harm, how we live- from food to 
stress to sleep- has a direct impact on the 
health of our gut’s bacterial residents.

The Brain-Gut Connection 

Additionally, there is a strong neural connection directly between the brain and the intestines. 
Stress triggers signals from the brain which slow down the digestive process, causing a 
disruption in the system of digestion and nutrient delivery to the whole body. The brain 
redirects energy and blood flow away from the intestines to deal with the immediate stressor. 
While this reaction is useful when we need to quickly run away from a tiger, persistent daily 
stressors of modern life slowly sap our gut health. This slowing action can create 
uncomfortable feelings of bloating, tightness, and even pain which are signs of poor digestion 
and that you are not getting needed nutrients from you food.
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Breaking The Stress Cycle  

Luckily, there are many ways to lessen the physical impact 
of stress on the body. Starting with the brain, we can 
change our mindset about stress (how we react to it) 
thought talk therapy or meditation, both of which act like 
physical therapy for the brain and the gut. Additionally, 
creating daily habits of relaxation counteracts the stress 
response, reversing many of the physical impacts of 
persistent body tension.  

Try one of these activities and feel the relief of a less tense 
body and stressed-out mind:

GUT 
RELAXING 

EXERCISES:   

SF Free Clinic Stress Management Resources 
Texting program: receive regular text messages about mindfulness, self-care, and positive thinking. Explore the 
source of stress in your life and learn simple ways to cope.  

Yoga: Twice a week, one-hour long classes led by a teacher with 30 years of experience. Yoga brings calm and clarity 
of mind while nourishing the body and spirit. 

Individual and group-based stress reduction training with our lifestyle medicine practitioner. 

✓ TAKE A BELLY BREATHER: While sitting or lying down in a comfortable position, place your hand 
beneath your navel so you can feel the gentle rise and fall of your belly as you breathe.  

✦ Breathe in, pause for a count of three. Breath out, pause for a count of three. 
✦ Continue these deep, even-paced belly breaths for at least one minute. 
✦ Feel tension melting as your entire body relaxes. 

✓ MEALTIME PAUSE: Do you eat quickly? Do you rush to get through your meal? Do you eat while 
driving? Taking a minute to slow down and prepare your body for food will improve your digestion.  

✦ Start your meal without distractions. 
✦ Take a few intentional breaths, feeling the inhale and exhale all the way into your belly.  
✦ Describe in your mind what you are about to eat, noting how much food is on your plate, and how  

you feel about it.  
✦ Return to your breathing and an awareness of what you are eating as often as you can during your 

meal.  

✓ HERBAL TEA BREAK: Tea is a great way to calm the nervous system, releasing unneeded tension 
from the belly, giving the digestive system a chance to recover between meals.  

✦ Peppermint, chamomile and ginger teas help to calm digestion.  
✦ Avoid caffeinated teas which stimulate the digestive system.  

✓ GIVE YOUR GUT A REST: The digestive organs work hard while there is food in the system and need 
an extended period of time to recover and prepare for the next day’s food.  

✦ You don’t need to be extreme here, just make sure to have at least ten hours of digestive rest 
(meaning no food but water is ok) every night. 




