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Probiotics and
Psychobiotics for
Depression and Mental
Health
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Summary: For millennia, humans have been eating fermented foods. Modern research confirm
that fermented foods are good for us, because they contain healthy bacteria known as
probiotics.

What are Probiotics?
Probiotics are the live bacteria found in fermented foods (such as yogurt and sauerkraut), which appear to be
beneficial for health. Because probiotics are healthy for the brain, some experts also refer to them as
“psychobiotics”.

How Do Probiotics Help?
The human gastrointestinal tract (GI tract) is a very complex ecosystem, with more than 1,000 bacterial species.
Probiotics help in many ways:

They form a part of the healthy community of microbes (i.e. healthy microbiome) in our body;
They make it harder for unhealthy bacteria to survive in our body;
Reduce the production of inflammatory chemicals, such as cytokines;
They help to break down compounds that we cannot digest;
Defend our GI tract against pathogenic (i.e. disease-causing) bacteria;
Stimulate our immune system;
They make “post-biotics”, which are the healthy leftover products after your body digests prebiotics and
probiotics such as

Vitamins B and K, amino acids,
Antimicrobial peptides and acids (which impair harmful bacteria),
Short-chain fatty acids (which help healthy bacteria to thrive).

Recommendations for Probiotics
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Eat probiotic foods for at least several weeks, such as:
Yogurt or kefir (made from the fermentation of milk)
Kombucha (made from the fermentation of tea)
Tempeh or miso (made from the fermentation of soy products)
Kimchi or sauerkraut (made from the fermentation of cabbage)

Note

Fermented foods with live culture is best.
Try to purchase fermented foods from the refrigerated section of the grocery store, as this will most likely
mean that there is live culture. You can check the label to ensure it says “live culture” or “live bacteria” on
the ingredients. On the other hand, food sold on a shelf or in a can (e.g. a can of sauerkraut) will probably
not have live culture.
Probiotics are best when taken

In the morning (when our stomach acid is at the lowest level),
With or after food (because this further protects the healthy bacteria from being killed by stomach
acid).

Ensure you are eating prebiotics too
Prebiotics are the compounds that act as food for probiotics and thus help them thrive such as

Foods with fermentable fibre Resistant starches Polyphenols

• Garlic
• Onions
• Berries
• Jerusalem artichokes
• Mushrooms
• Rye
• Barley

• Legumes
• Seeds
• Grains
• Cooked potatoes
• Green bananas
• Plantain
• Corn
•

• Onion
• Apple
• Tea
• Cocoa
• Red wine
• Red fruit
• Soybeans

How Long to See Improvement?

In a study where people took probiotic supplements Lactobacillus acidophilus and Bifidobacteria langum, health
improvements were seen as early as thirty days (Messaoudi, 2011).

Side Effects of Probiotics
Most people can ingest probiotics without any significant problems -- after all, humans have been consuming them
for millennia.

Side effects are possible, however, and some people report a temporary increase in gas, bloating or
diarrhea as the probiotic changes the flora in the gut. However, these effects usually improve within days or
weeks of starting probiotics.

Are you wondering about probiotics in someone with a compromised immune system, severe medical illness or
other medical issues? 

If so, it is best to speak with your healthcare provider for advice in your situation.

What about Probiotic Supplements?
On one hand, many scientific studies have used probiotic supplements. One can find probiotic supplements sold in
grocery stores, pharmacies and health food stores.

On the other hand, many experts recommend probiotic foods rather than supplements. The reason is that addition
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to the live bacteria, one is also ingesting the environment in which they thrive (such as prebiotics) (Rad, 2016).
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Disclaimer
Information in this fact sheet may or may not apply to your situation. Your health care provider is the best source
of information about your situation.


