
Mood and well-be-
ing are not governed 
exclusively by the 
brain. Some may be 
surprised to learn 
that the gut plays an 
integral role in how 
one feels both men-
tally and physical-
ly. According to the 
National Institutes 
of Health, the close 
connection between 
the central nervous 
system and the gut 
explains why emo-
tional stress can 
cause stomach pains, 
and why an imbal-
ance in gut health 
can directly affect 
mood and cognition. 

What is the gut-
brain axis?

The Cleveland 
Clinic notes the gut-
brain axis is a two-
way biochemical and 
neural communica-
tion network linking 
the gastrointestinal 
tract and the central 
nervous system. Sig-
nals pass both ways 
between the diges-
tive system and the 
CNS, and health or 
disease in one can 
affect the other. Any-
one who has experi-
enced butterflies in 
the stomach when 
nervous is experi-
encing this connec-
tion. More informa-
tion passes between 
the brain and gut 

than any other sys-
tems in the body, 
and there are more 
nerve cells in the gut 
than anywhere in 
the body outside of 
the brain. Scientists 
call these nerves the 
“little brain” or the 
enteric nervous sys-
tem (ENS). The main 
link between the big 
brain and little brain 
is the vagus nerve.

What does the 
gut’s brain control?

The main role of 
the ENS is to control 
digestion. However, 
the ENS also may 
trigger big emotion-
al shifts, according 
to Johns Hopkins 
Medicine. People 
with irritable bowel 
syndrome (IBS) and 
functional bowel 
problems like con-
stipation can experi-
ence all sorts of emo-
tional issues. For 
decades, researchers 
and doctors thought 
that anxiety and 
depression contrib-
uted to these prob-
lems. Now, studies 
show that it actually 
may be the other way 
around. Signals sent 
to the brain from the 
gut can trigger mood 
changes that make 
a person feel anx-
ious or contribute to 
low mood. In fact, a 
vast majority of the 

body’s serotonin, 
a neurotransmitter 
responsible for feel-
ings of happiness 
and well-being, is 
produced in the gut.

New treatments
U n d e r s t a n d i n g 

that many histori-
cally classified men-
tal health conditions 
actually may have 
origins in the stom-

ach opens up new 
treatment options. 
Doctors may work 
together to help 
soothe the gut and 
the mind in concert. 
It’s not unheard of 
for gastroenterol-
ogists to prescribe 
treatments like anti-
depressants and cog-
nitive behavioral 
therapy in addition 

to acid-blocking 
medications and spe-
cialized diets.

Supporting the axis
People can take 

steps to ensure their 
gut is healthy and 
promote general 
well-being. Focus-
ing on whole foods, 
fruits, vegetables, 
and whole grains is 
essential. Foods like 
yogurt, sauerkraut 

and kimchi can help 
populate the gut with 
beneficial bacteria. 
In addition, practic-
es like yoga, therapy 
and mindfulness can 
calm the ENS and 
reduce GI distress.

The dynamic 
between the gut and 
brain is complex 
and can affect both 
physical and mental 
health.  

Adults are not short 
on options when they 
seek ways to improve 
their overall physical 
health. Whether it’s 
signing up for a mem-
bership at a local fitness 
facility or riding a bicy-
cle as part of a daily 
routine or going for a 
morning jog each day, 
there’s a lot people can 
do to incorporate more 
physical activity into 
their lives.

Each physical activi-
ty offers its own unique 
benefits, and the disci-
pline known as Pilates 
can be great for indi-
viduals looking to reap 
a multitude of rewards. 
Pilates has an interest-
ing origin story, as it 
was the brainchild of 
German-born emigré to 
England Joseph Pilates, 
who was interned on 
the Isle of Man upon 
the outbreak of World 
War I. Pilates, who 
was a sickly child but 
grew into an adult who 
was so physically fit he 

taught self-defense to 
detectives at Scotland 
Yard, used his time in 
the internment camp 
to experiment with a 
new approach to exer-
cise. Pilates’s tinkering 
was a nascent form of 
what’s now a popular 
approach to fitness that 
bears his name. 

Pilates has attract-
ed millions of people 
across the globe, and 
the many benefits of the 
approach are undoubt-
edly a big part of that 
allure.

• Pilates and back 
pain relief: The Hospi-
tal for Special Surgery 
notes that Pilates is a 
core-focused approach 
that can keep the back 
sturdy and help people 
alleviate back pain, par-
ticularly discomfort that 
affects the lower back. 
The Cleveland Clinic 
notes that lack of core 
strength can contrib-
ute to lower back pain, 
so it’s no surprise a 
core-focused approach 

like Pilates can help 
people overcome lower 
back pain.

• Pilates and improved 
flexibility: Anyone who 
has ever engaged in 
a Pilates workout or 
watched others do so 
has likely noticed that 
the approach involves 
a lot of stretching. So 
it’s no surprise that 
Pilates helps to improve 
flexibility. And as the 
Cleveland Clinic notes, 
improving flexibility 
can minimize injury 
risk, as a body that’s 
flexible is less vulnera-
ble to strains and pulls 
that can sideline ath-
letes who do not incor-
porate stretching into 
their routines.

• Pilates and better 
balance: Improved bal-
ance is another ben-
efit of Pilates. Pilates 
strengthens the lower 
back, hips and abdom-
inal muscles, which 
helps to build a stur-
dy center that can help 
adults maintain their 
balance. That’s a par-
ticularly notable benefit 
for adults in middle age, 
as UCLA Health notes 
that balance begins to 
decline around age 50. 
By engaging with a 
core-focused approach 
like Pilates, adults can 
counter age-related loss 
of balance. And main-
taining balance into 
older adulthood is espe-
cially beneficial, as it 
can reduce the risk for 
falls that can adverse-

ly affect older adults’ 
physical and mental 
health as well as their 
ability to continue to 
live independently.

• Pilates and body 
awareness: The Cleve-
land Clinic notes that 
Pilates encourages peo-
ple to focus on their 
breathing and bodies. 
That emphasis can help 
them better understand 
their bodies, including 
their weaknesses and 
when something might 
be off. Such recogni-
tion may reduce injury 
risk because people will 
be better attuned when 
something is off than 
they otherwise might 
be. The fewer injuries 
physically active peo-
ple suffer, the more they 
can continue to move 
about, which can serve 
as a safeguard against 
the many pitfalls of a 
sedentary lifestyle.

Pilates is an approach 
to physical fitness that 
can pay numerous div-
idends. Adults willing 
to give Pilates a shot 
are urged to begin that 
pursuit under the tute-
lage of an experienced 
instructor.
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