
 
 

Introduction to the Summary 
 
Welcome to the summary of key concepts on brain plasticity and stress and their 
profound implications for our mental and physical well-being. This overview captures 
the findings from recent research and integrates them into practical insights for 
enhancing health and personal growth. 
 

In this summary, you will find: 
 

• Key Concepts:  
Understanding how brain plasticity, stress, and early life experiences impact brain 
health. 
 

• Practical Implications: 

Insights into how lifestyle choices, such as physical activity and stress management, 
can influence brain function and overall well-being. 
 

• Relevance to MindfulLiving™:  
How these scientific findings align with the principles of MindfulLiving™, emphasizing 
the importance of awareness and self-regulation. 
 
This concise guide will help you grasp the essential information without delving into 
the entire text. By focusing on these core ideas, you'll understand how to apply these 
concepts to your life for better health and mindfulness. 
 
Thank you for dedicating yourself to this module. We appreciate your commitment 
and encourage you to integrate these practices into your daily life. We look forward to 
seeing you in the next transformative module, 💙 Reinvent Yourself with Shery Clein 
MindfulLiving™ Coaching. I wish you health and prosperity. 
  



 

The Mindful Approach to Those Very Real 
Butterflies in Your Stomach 

 
This article delves into the profound connection between stress, emotions, and 
physical health, emphasizing how mindfulness can help us respond thoughtfully rather 
than impulsively. Here's a summary of the key points covered: 

✤ The Impact of Stress on the Gut 

• Historical Insight: Dr Thomas Almy's 1950s experiment illustrated how stress 
and emotions can visibly affect gut physiology, as seen in the colon's changes 
under stress. 

• Gut-Brain Axis: The enteric nervous system (ENS) and central nervous 
system (CNS) communicate through the gut-brain axis. Stress disrupts this 
interaction, leading to gastrointestinal disorders. 

✤ Functional Gastrointestinal Disorders (FGIDs) 

• Definition and Examples: Conditions such as Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS) 
and Small Intestinal Bacterial Overgrowth (SIBO) demonstrate how stress and 
psychological factors can contribute to gut disorders. 

• Bidirectional Relationship: Stress impacts gut health, and a compromised gut 
can exacerbate stress and anxiety, creating a harmful cycle. 

✤ Personal Experience 

• Case Study: The author's experience with SIBO underscores the personal 
impact of stress on gut health and the importance of mindful approaches for 
managing symptoms and enhancing quality of life. 

✤ Mindful Approaches to Treatment 

• Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT): Proven effective in addressing 
unhelpful thinking patterns that worsen GI symptoms. Studies show that CBT 
can significantly reduce symptoms and improve quality of life. 

• Relaxation Techniques: Practices such as meditation and yoga help 
counteract the "fight or flight" response, alleviating stress and its physiological 
effects on the gut. 

• Biofeedback: Utilizes real-time feedback on physiological responses to help 
manage stress, leading to improved symptoms in conditions like functional 
constipation. 

• Mindfulness Meditation: Fosters a non-reactive awareness toward distressing 
thoughts and sensations. Research and personal experience indicate its 
effectiveness in reducing symptoms and promoting overall well-being. 

✤ Practical Tips for Students 

• Integrate Mindfulness: Regular mindfulness practice supports stress 
management and enhances emotional and physical health. 

• Develop Coping Skills: Aim to change unhelpful thinking patterns and 
behaviours to mitigate stress and its impact on the gut. 

• Be Patient: Healing involves time, perseverance, and self-compassion. 
Embrace the journey as a crucial part of achieving well-being. 

Understanding these concepts and applying mindful strategies can improve your 
ability to respond thoughtfully to stress and emotional challenges, enhancing overall 
health and well-being. 

  



The Mindful Approach to Those Very Real 
Butterflies in Your Stomach 

 
It might only be possible to heal some gut disorders by first 

considering the impact of stress on our emotions. 

 

 
 
✤ Understanding the Gut-Brain Connection 

In the 1950s, Dr Thomas Almy, a prestigious gastroenterologist, captured a 
remarkable moment when the proverbial "butterflies in the stomach" were scientifically 
observed. During an experiment, Dr Almy used a sigmoidoscope to look inside a 
student's rectum and colon. As part of the experiment, a bystander mentioned cancer, 
leading the student to believe he might have colon cancer. The emotional stress 
triggered an immediate physical response in the student's colon, causing it to change 
colour, tense up, and contract rapidly. Once reassured that cancer was not the 
diagnosis, the student's colon returned to its normal state. 
 

✤ The Visceral Impact of Emotions 

This experiment highlighted the profound connection between our emotions and our 
gut. Experiencing butterflies before a big test or feeling nauseous after a breakup is 
not just anecdotal; these are physiological responses to emotional stress. The gut and 
brain are deeply interconnected, and our emotional well-being directly impacts our 
physical health, particularly in the digestive system. 
 

✤ MindfulLiving™: Cultivating Emotional Intelligence 

In MindfulLiving™, we explore this connection further by focusing on how mindfulness 
can help us respond to stress rather than react impulsively. By cultivating awareness 
and emotional intelligence, we can learn to manage our stress and, in turn, support 
our overall well-being, including gut health. 



 
 

Butterflies in Your Stomach: The Gut-Brain Axis and Stress 
 

✤ The Discovery of the Enteric Nervous System (ENS) 
The discovery of the enteric nervous system (ENS) was a significant breakthrough in 
understanding the communication between the central nervous system (CNS) and the 
gut. Sometimes referred to as the "second brain," the ENS consists of about 100 
million nerves located in the gut lining. These two brains—the CNS and ENS—
constantly communicate signals through neural and endocrine pathways collectively 
known as the "Gut-Brain Axis." 
 

✤ The Gut-Brain Axis and Its Role in Wellness 
The Gut-Brain Axis is crucial for our overall well-being. However, this connection is 
highly susceptible to stress. Stress can disrupt the Gut-Brain Axis, leading to 
dysregulation and making the gut more vulnerable to disease. 

 

✤ Stress and Gut Health 
Stress can cause a range of physiological changes in the gut, including: 

• Altered gut motility 
• Increased mucosal permeability 
• Heightened visceral sensitivity 
• Changes in gastric secretion 
• Altered gut microbiota (dysbiosis) 

These stress-induced changes can contribute to symptoms seen in various 
gastrointestinal disorders. 

 

✤ Functional Gastrointestinal Disorders: When the Gut Acts Up 
In clinical practice, the impact of the Gut-Brain Axis is most evident in functional 
gastrointestinal disorders—conditions where the gut experiences discomfort or 
dysfunction without an apparent physical cause, such as a tumour or bowel 
obstruction. It's important to note that these disorders are not "all in one's head." The 
mind and body are interconnected, and stress can manifest physically, particularly in 
the gut. 

  



 
 

The Gut-Brain Connection: Stress and Gut Physiology 
 

✤ Stress and Gut Physiology 
Stress doesn't just affect your mood—it directly impacts your gut's physical 
functioning. Psychological stress can influence the movement and contractions of the 
gastrointestinal (GI) tract, leading to inflammation, pain, and other bowel symptoms. 
This physiological response often results in a significant reduction in the quality of life 
for those affected. 
 

✤ Functional Gastrointestinal Disorders 
Among the functional gastrointestinal disorders are well-known conditions like Irritable 
Bowel Syndrome (IBS) and lesser-known ones like Small Intestinal Bacterial 
Overgrowth (SIBO). These conditions are challenging to treat and often require a 
multidisciplinary approach involving GI doctors, psychologists, and other specialists. 

 

✤ The Complex Gut-Brain Connection 
The relationship between the gut and brain is complex and bidirectional. Just as stress 
in the brain can affect the gut, issues in the gut can also send distress signals back to 
the brain. This creates a vicious cycle where stress exacerbates gut problems, and 
gut issues increase the likelihood of anxiety and other neuropsychiatric difficulties. As 
a result, determining whether stress or gut distress comes first can be challenging, 
often perpetuating discomfort on both fronts. 



 

 
 

The Cycle of Stress and Gut Disorders 
 

✤ Chronic Conditions and the Stress Cycle 
Functional gastrointestinal disorders (FGIDs) like Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS) often 
become chronic conditions, adding a significant physical and psychological burden. 
For many patients, the stress from these disorders doesn't just cause the symptoms—
it sustains them. The brain-gut connection means that stress can both trigger and 
perpetuate gut problems, leading to a vicious cycle of discomfort. 
 

✤ The Role of Thoughts and Emotions 
Your mindset towards your gut health can profoundly impact the condition itself. 
Patients often become hyper-vigilant about their symptoms, interpreting every 
sensation as a sign of something worse. This catastrophic thinking can increase stress 
levels, which in turn worsens gut symptoms, slowing motility and amplifying visceral 
pain. As the quality of life declines, anxiety and depression often follow, creating a 
cycle that's hard to break. 

 

✤ A Personal Story: Gut Health and Anxiety 
My journey with gut issues deepened my understanding of the gut-brain connection. 
In 2013, I began experiencing severe discomfort after every meal—pressure in my 
stomach, visceral pain, and bloating that made me look six months pregnant. After a 
battery of tests ruled out life-threatening conditions, I was diagnosed with Small 
Intestinal Bacterial Overgrowth (SIBO), a condition I had never heard of before. The 
anxiety of not knowing what was wrong, combined with the physical discomfort, made 
me feel like a "digestive mess." 
  



 
 

Stress and Its Impact on Gut Health 
 

✤ The Camping Metaphor: Stress in the Gut 
Imagine stress as an unwelcome camper, pitching tents and starting fires in your 
gastrointestinal tract. This was my experience with Small Intestinal Bacterial 
Overgrowth (SIBO), a vivid reminder of how deeply stress can affect the mind and 
body. My gut issues were a wake-up call to examine the habitual thinking and 
behavioural patterns that were fuelling my stress over time. These patterns weren't 
"bad" but were no longer serving my wellness. 

 

✤ The Postdoc Pressure Cooker 
During my postdoc, I pushed myself to the limit, believing that needing rest was a sign 
of failure. This mindset, combined with the demanding nature of the training, likely 
contributed to the stress that accumulated in my body, eventually manifesting as SIBO. 
The pressure to perform without taking breaks created a cycle of stress that took a toll 
on my health. 

 

✤ The Psychological Burden of SIBO 
SIBO became not just a physical condition but a psychological one. I began to resent 
my body, avoiding social engagements and becoming hyper-focused on my 
symptoms. The weight I felt in my gut became a heavy psychological burden, leading 
to depression. It wasn't until I realized that labelling myself as a "digestive mess" was 
only perpetuating my pain that I started to shift my mindset. 
 

 ✤ 4 Ways to Treat Gut Issues Using the Mind 
Given the multifaceted nature of functional gastrointestinal disorders, an integrative 
approach that addresses physiological, emotional, cognitive, and behavioural factors 
is essential. 

 

 



 
 

Psychological Interventions for Gut Health 
 

✤ Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) 
 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) has proven to be one of the most effective 
psychological interventions for functional gastrointestinal disorders, particularly 
Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS). The core idea behind CBT is that our thoughts, 
emotions, and behaviours are interconnected. Sometimes, we engage in habitual 
thinking patterns based on distorted perceptions. These unhelpful thoughts can 
worsen physical symptoms, creating a vicious cycle. 
 
For example, someone with IBS might believe that eating out will inevitably lead to a 
public episode of diarrhoea. This anxiety can trigger the very symptoms they fear, 
reinforcing the avoidance of eating out. CBT works by helping individuals recognize 
these patterns and challenge distorted thoughts, replacing them with healthier coping 
strategies. 
 
Research supports the effectiveness of CBT in managing IBS. One study randomized 
34 patients to either eight weeks of cognitive therapy, a self-help support group, or a 
waitlist control. The results showed that those who received cognitive therapy 
experienced significant reductions in gastrointestinal symptoms, anxiety, and 
depression compared to the other groups. These improvements were maintained 
three months post-treatment. 
This approach highlights how the mind's power can influence physical well-being, 
emphasizing the importance of addressing mental and physical health. 

 

 

  



 
 

Psychological Interventions for Gut Health (Continued) 
 

✤ Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) 
A more recent study published in January 2017 explored the impact of a 12-week face-
to-face CBT program on 18 individuals with IBS. The findings showed a reduction in 
self-rated visceral sensitivity and a decrease in associated psychiatric symptoms. The 
researchers attributed these improvements to the participants' enhanced ability to 
cope with IBS symptoms through CBT. 

 

✤ Relaxation Techniques 
In 1975, Herbert Benson, a Harvard physician, introduced the "relaxation response." 
This response is the physiological opposite of the "fight or flight" reaction that our 
bodies experience under stress. By engaging our parasympathetic nervous system, 
relaxation techniques help counteract the stress-induced activation of the sympathetic 
nervous system. 
Practices like meditation, yoga, and prayer have been shown to elicit a relaxation 
response, helping to alleviate the physiological effects of stress and anxiety. Since 
stress can disrupt gut motility and contribute to dysbiosis, these relaxation techniques 
can be powerful tools for managing gut health. 
Research suggests that regularly practising these techniques can reduce the impact 
of stress on the gut, thereby improving overall gastrointestinal function. 



  



 

 
 

Gut Health Interventions: Meditation & Biofeedback 
 

✤ Meditation 
A pilot study from Harvard's Benson-Henry Institute for Mind Body Medicine and Beth 
Israel Deaconess Medical Centre explored whether meditation could reduce 
symptoms and enhance the quality of life in patients with IBS and irritable bowel 
disease (IBD). Forty-eight participants underwent a 9-week meditation training 
program, and the results were promising. The study revealed reduced pain, improved 
symptoms, stress reduction, and even changes in inflammation-related gene 
expression. This research highlights the potential of meditation as a powerful tool in 
managing gut-related conditions. 

 

✤ Biofeedback 
Biofeedback is a technique that uses computerized technology to help individuals gain 
control over their body's responses to stress. Biofeedback provides real-time feedback 
by measuring physiological processes such as heart rate variability or muscle 
contractions, enabling individuals to learn how to manage these functions. 
Biofeedback has shown promise in the context of Functional Gastrointestinal 
Disorders (FGIDs), particularly for those suffering from functional constipation. In this 
case, biofeedback helps individuals recognize and address pelvic floor dyssynergia 
(PFD), where pelvic floor muscles contract paradoxically during bowel movements. 
Patients can learn to relax these muscles through training, potentially alleviating 
symptoms. 

 



 
 

Gut Health Interventions: Biofeedback & Mindfulness Meditation 
 

✤ Biofeedback 
In a study comparing five weekly biofeedback sessions to laxatives plus counselling 
in patients with severe pelvic floor dyssynergia (PFD), biofeedback showed 
significantly better outcomes. After six months, 80% of patients in the biofeedback 
group reported improvements, compared to 22% in the laxative group. These benefits 
included less straining, reduced feelings of incomplete evacuation, decreased 
abdominal pain, and a reduced need for suppositories. The results were sustained at 
12 and 24 months post-treatment, establishing biofeedback as the gold standard for 
treating this type of functional constipation. 

 

✤ Mindfulness Meditation 
John Kabat-Zinn, a pioneer in mindfulness meditation, defines mindfulness as a state 
of awareness achieved by paying attention purposefully in the present moment without 
judgment. This practice can positively impact sensory, cognitive, and emotional 
processing by reducing the stress and judgment often associated with symptoms of 
Functional Gastrointestinal Disorders (FGIDs). Mindfulness meditation has become a 
valuable psychological intervention for managing these conditions. 
A study published in the Journal of Behavioural Medicine examined the effects of 
mindfulness training, based on Kabat-Zinn's Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 
(MBSR) program, on 39 women with IBS. Compared to a control group, those who 
participated in mindfulness training experienced significantly reduced symptoms and 
improved quality of life. 

 

 

  



 
 

Mindfulness and SIBO: A Personal Journey 
 
Mindfulness training has cultivated a less reactive mindset toward distressing 
thoughts, emotions, and sensory experiences. For the women in the mindfulness 
study, this shift in perspective allowed them to witness their visceral sensations without 
catastrophizing, leading to reduced anxiety, diminished pain, and a newfound belief in 
their ability to cope with their symptoms. 

 
Applying Mindfulness to My SIBO Journey 

 
When I faced the discomfort of Small Intestinal Bacterial Overgrowth (SIBO), I turned 
to mindfulness meditation. Practising mindfulness taught me to sit with my symptoms 
without layering them with judgment. Over time, my anger toward my body for 
betraying me transformed into compassion for what it was enduring. 
Through this healing process, I realized that emotional and psychosocial factors can 
significantly trigger gut symptoms. This awareness led me to make essential lifestyle 
changes, and I continue to do so. The journey to wellness, especially after long-
standing unhealthy thoughts and behaviours, requires patience, perseverance, time, 
and trust. While the path may be challenging and, at times, disheartening, it is always 
worth the effort for the chance to thrive. 
  



 
Author: Adapted by Shery Clein, MindfulLiving™ Coach 

Cultivating Awareness Intelligence 
 

 


