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 “Mind–Body” Talk

The phrase “mind–body connection” gets used 
everywhere. It sounds right, it feels instinctively true, 
and most people would agree with it without hesitation. 
But if you stopped and asked someone to explain exactly 
what that means, or more importantly, how to act on it 
through food, the answers would often fall short.

What we tend to see is a surface-level conversation. Short, 
polished snippets that reference stress, hormones, or the 
nervous system. They’re easy to consume and easy to agree 
with, but they rarely go far enough to be useful. You’re left 
with the sense that food affects how you feel, but without  
a clear understanding of how that actually works in practice.

That’s where the problem sits. When something is  
explained in vague terms, it becomes difficult to apply. 
People know they should “eat better” for their mental 
wellbeing, but they don’t know what that looks like on  
a plate, in a shop, or in a busy working week. It turns  
a powerful idea into something abstract.

From my culinary nutrition point of view, that gap matters. 
If the goal is to help people make better choices, the 
message has to be practical. It has to translate from science 
into everyday decisions. That means stepping away from 
general statements and focusing on clear, tangible links 
between the food we eat and how we think, feel,  
and function.

When you strip it back, the connection between the mind 
and the body doesn’t need to be complicated. You don’t 
need to understand every hormone or pathway to make 
sense of it. There is a simpler, more direct way to look at 
it, and it starts with understanding one system that we 
influence every single day.

Middle Eastern Shakshuka with Butter Beans,  
Spinach and Herbed Yoghurt -  recipe p.8
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Gut Health

From all my research and continued learning on how the mind 
and body are connected, the gut microbiome is one of the few 
areas of the body that we directly influence multiple times a 
day, often without thinking about it. Every meal, every snack, 
every ingredient that goes onto the plate feeds not just us, but 
the bacteria that live inside us.

Most people still think of the gut as a digestive system. Something 
that breaks food down, absorbs nutrients, and moves things along.  
The gut is a living ecosystem made up of trillions of bacteria, 
constantly active and constantly interacting with the body.

These bacteria are not benign. They help break down food in ways 
we couldn’t do on our own. They produce compounds the body 
uses. They influence how different systems behave. The balance 
and diversity of this ecosystem matter. A well-fed, diverse gut tends 
to support stability across the body. A poorly fed one becomes less 
efficient and less resilient.

What makes this so relevant is how quickly it responds to what 
we eat. Unlike many systems in the body, which are harder to 
influence directly, the gut adapts to dietary patterns. Fibre, plant 
diversity, and whole foods help build and maintain that ecosystem. 
Diets built around ultra-processed foods tend to reduce that 
diversity over time.

Alongside this, there is constant communication between the gut 
and the brain. This is often referred to as the gut–brain axis, but 
in simple terms, it just means that what happens in the gut can 
influence what happens in the brain, and the other way around.

Stress can affect digestion. Most people have felt that. But the 
reverse is just as important. The state of your gut can influence 
mood, clarity, and overall mental wellbeing. Food becomes the 
most consistent input into that system. It’s the one lever you can 
pull every day.

Korean Gut Bowl with Sesame Chicken,  
Kimchi and Mixed Grains -  recipe p.9
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From Gut Health to Mood, Sleep and Recovery

One of the clearest ways to make this connection real is through serotonin. 
It’s commonly known as a “feel-good” chemical, linked to mood, emotional 
balance, and a general sense of wellbeing. What’s less widely understood is 
where most of it is produced.

Over 90 percent of serotonin is produced in the gut, not the brain. That changes the 
conversation entirely. It means that the environment in your gut, shaped by what 
you eat, plays a direct role in the production of a chemical that influences how you 
feel on a daily basis.

This isn’t about one specific food or one specific nutrient. It’s about the overall 
environment. Diets rich in fibre, whole plant foods, and in as much variety as 
possible support the bacteria involved in these processes. Diets lacking in these 
elements can limit the diversity and function of that system.

The impact doesn’t stop at mood. Serotonin is also used by the body to produce 
melatonin, the hormone that regulates your sleep–wake cycle. In simple terms, your 
body relies on serotonin to help generate the signals that tell you when to sleep and 
when to wake. This creates a clear chain. Gut health supports serotonin production. 
Serotonin supports melatonin production. When that chain is working well, it 
contributes to more consistent, better-quality sleep. When it’s disrupted, sleep often 
becomes less restorative.

Sleep, in turn, plays a central role in recovery. It affects energy levels, concentration, 
and how well the body repairs itself. The gut is also closely linked to immune 
function. A well-supported gut helps the body respond more effectively when it’s 
under pressure, whether that’s stress, fatigue,  
or illness.

Because the gut–brain axis is a two-way system, the conversation doesn’t stop with 
food. What happens in the mind feeds back into the gut just as strongly. Stress, 
anxiety, and ongoing mental pressure all send signals down that same pathway. 
When stress levels are consistently high, stress hormones begin to influence the 
gut environment, often reducing the effectiveness of the bacteria responsible for 
producing those key compounds.

Over time, this can create a cycle. Poor gut health can impact mood and sleep, while 
unmanaged stress can further disrupt the gut. Each side feeds into the other. This 
is why focusing on food alone is not enough, and equally, why managing stress in 
isolation rarely solves the problem.

When you look at it this way, the gut becomes the central point where both sides 
meet. It’s where what you eat and how you live come together. Support it through 
food, manage stress as part of your daily routine, and you begin to influence both 
your physical health and your mental wellbeing in a far more meaningful way.

That, in simple terms, is where the  
mind and body connect in my view.
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All of this has to sit within the reality of modern life. People  
are busy. Work is demanding, time is limited, and convenience 
often wins. Add in stress, travel, and family commitments, and the 
idea of eating perfectly every day becomes unrealistic very quickly.

This is where rigid approaches tend to fall down. When food is 
framed as something that needs to be optimised at all times, 
it creates pressure. That pressure often leads to all-or-nothing 
thinking, where people swing between being “on track” and 
completely off it.

A more sustainable approach is to focus on the overall pattern. 
When most of your meals are built around fibre, variety, and real 
ingredients, you create a strong foundation. That foundation gives 
you flexibility. It allows you to navigate busy days, social events, 
and less structured eating without feeling like you’ve undone  
your progress.

Within that flexibility, indulgence has a place. Not every food 
decision needs to be driven purely by nutritional value. Food is  
not just functional, it is emotional, social, and cultural. Sitting down 
for a meal with friends, catching up over a coffee and something 
sweet, or enjoying a favourite dish at home all carry value beyond 
what’s on paper nutritionally.

These moments can act as stop backs in the day. They give you a 
chance to slow down, reset, and connect. When they are chosen 
consciously and enjoyed fully, they support mental wellbeing in  
a way that purely functional eating cannot. The key is how they  
are framed. Indulgence is not a setback, and it doesn’t undo the 
work you’ve done. When the foundation of your diet is strong, 
these moments fit in naturally. They become part of a balanced, 
realistic approach to food.

Eating Well in the Real World

In the end, food for your mind  
is both science and experience.  
 
You feed your gut to support how your body functions, 
and you allow space to enjoy food as part of how you live. 
That balance is what makes it sustainable, and that’s 
where the real value lies.
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Further reading
If you’ve enjoyed reading this article and would like to 
research more, please see below some of the source 
material that has informed our work.

Books
•	 The Psychobiotic Revolution, John F. Cryan and Ted 

Dinan, 2015 

•	 The Mind-Gut Connection, Emeran Mayer, 2016 

•	 This Is Your Brain on Food, Uma Naidoo, 2020 

•	 Eat Yourself Happy, Gill Paul, 2017

Scientific Articles
•	 Indigenous bacteria from the gut microbiota regulate 

host serotonin biosynthesis, Yano et al., 2015 

•	 The microbiota–gut–brain axis, Cryan and Dinan, 2012 

•	 Role of serotonin in gastrointestinal physiology, Gershon 
and Tack, 2007 

•	 Gut microbiota in health and disease, Thursby and  
Juge, 2017
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Middle Eastern Shakshuka with  
Butter Beans, Spinach and Herbed Yoghurt

Recipes

Method:

Heat the olive oil in a wide pan over a 
medium heat and soften the onion for 
a few minutes until translucent. Add 
the garlic and red pepper and cook for 
another 3–4 minutes to build flavour. 
Stir in the cumin, smoked paprika, and 
harissa, allowing the spices to toast 
gently before adding the chopped 
tomatoes.

Simmer the sauce for 8–10 minutes until 
slightly thickened, then fold in the butter 
beans and spinach, cooking until the 
spinach wilts. Season to taste, then make 
small wells in the sauce and crack the 
eggs in. Cover and cook gently until the 
eggs are set to your liking.

Mix the Greek yoghurt with lemon zest, 
herbs, and a pinch of salt. Spoon over 
the shakshuka, finish with a drizzle of 
olive oil and a scatter of toasted seeds, 
and serve straight to the table.

Serves: 2-3 
Prep Time: 10 minutes 
Cook Time: 20 minutes 

Ingredients:

•	 1 tbsp olive oil 
•	 1 small onion, finely chopped 
•	 2 cloves garlic, minced 
•	 1 red pepper, diced 
•	 1 tsp ground cumin 
•	 1 tsp smoked paprika 
•	 1 tsp harissa paste 
•	 1 x 400g tin chopped tomatoes 
•	 1 x 400g tin butter beans, drained 

and rinsed 
•	 2 handfuls fresh spinach 
•	 3–4 eggs 
•	 150g Greek yoghurt 
•	 Zest of ½ lemon 
•	 1 tbsp chopped fresh parsley 
•	 1 tbsp chopped fresh mint 
•	 1 tbsp mixed seeds (pumpkin, 

sunflower, sesame) 
•	 Salt and black pepper to taste 

Tip:

Serve with wholegrain flatbreads 
or toasted sourdough. You can add 
aubergine or courgette for extra plant 
variety, or swap eggs for tofu if you want 
a plant-based version.
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Korean Gut Bowl with Sesame Chicken,  
Kimchi and Mixed Grains 

Recipes

Method:

Cook the brown rice and quinoa together 
according to packet instructions, then 
stir through the lentils and seeds while 
still warm. Set aside. 

Mix the gochujang, soy sauce, honey, 
garlic, ginger, and sesame oil to make 
a marinade. Coat the chicken well and 
cook in a hot pan or grill until fully 
cooked and lightly caramelised, then 
slice. 

Prepare the vegetables and keep them 
fresh and crisp. Mix the lime juice, 
vinegar, sesame oil, and chilli flakes for a 
simple dressing.

Assemble the bowl by adding the grain 
base, then layering the vegetables, sliced 
chicken, and kimchi. Drizzle over the 
dressing. If using, top with a soft-boiled 
egg for extra richness.

Serves: 2 
Prep Time: 15 minutes 
Cook Time: 20 minutes 

Ingredients:

•	 2 chicken breasts or thighs 
•	 1 tbsp gochujang paste 
•	 1 tbsp soy sauce 
•	 1 tsp honey or maple syrup 
•	 1 clove garlic, minced 
•	 1 tsp grated ginger 
•	 1 tbsp sesame oil 
•	 100g brown rice 
•	 50g quinoa 
•	 50g cooked lentils 
•	 1 tbsp mixed seeds 
•	 1 carrot, ribboned 
•	 ¼ white cabbage, finely shredded 
•	 ½ cucumber, sliced 
•	 100g edamame beans 
•	 100g kimchi (live)
•	 Juice of 1 lime 
•	 1 tsp rice vinegar 
•	 1 tsp sesame oil 
•	 ½ tsp chilli flakes 
•	 2 eggs (optional) 

Tip:

Swap chicken for tofu or tempeh for a 
plant-based version. The more variety 
of vegetables you add, the better for gut 
diversity.
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North African Spiced Aubergine, Chickpea  
and Tomato Tagine with Herbed Couscous

Recipes

Method:

Heat the olive oil in a large pan and 
soften the onion for 5 minutes. Add the 
garlic and aubergine and cook until the 
aubergine starts to soften and take on 
colour.

Stir in the spices and cook briefly 
before adding the chickpeas, chopped 
tomatoes, tomato purée, dried fruit, and 
stock. Simmer gently for 20 minutes until 
rich and thickened. Season well.

Place the couscous in a bowl, pour 
over boiling water, cover, and leave for 
5 minutes. Fluff with a fork, then mix 
through lemon zest, juice, herbs, and 
toasted almonds.

Serve the tagine over the couscous with 
a spoon of yoghurt or a drizzle of tahini.

Serves: 3-4 
Prep Time: 15 minutes 
Cook Time: 30 minutes 

Ingredients:

•	 2 tbsp olive oil 
•	 1 onion, chopped 
•	 2 cloves garlic, minced 
•	 1 aubergine, diced 
•	 1 tsp ground cumin 
•	 1 tsp ground coriander 
•	 ½ tsp cinnamon 
•	 1 x 400g tin chickpeas, drained 
•	 1 x 400g tin chopped tomatoes 
•	 1 tbsp tomato purée 
•	 1 handful dried apricots  

or dates, chopped 
•	 200ml vegetable stock 
•	 Salt and black pepper to taste 
•	 150g wholegrain couscous 
•	 200ml boiling water 
•	 Zest and juice of 1 lemon 
•	 1 tbsp chopped parsley 
•	 1 tbsp chopped coriander 
•	 2 tbsp toasted almonds 
•	 2 tbsp natural yoghurt  

or tahini 

Tip:

Add courgette or peppers for more plant 
diversity. This dish improves the next day 
as flavours deepen.
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Dark Chocolate, Peanut Butter  
and Banana Gut Brownie 

Recipes

Method:

Preheat the oven to 180°C. Blend the 
bananas, oats, cocoa powder, maple 
syrup, peanut butter, baking powder, 
vanilla, and salt until you have a thick 
batter.

Fold through the dark chocolate, 
walnuts, and seeds, then transfer to a 
lined baking tin. Bake for 18–20 minutes 
until set but still soft in the centre.

Allow to cool slightly before slicing. Serve 
warm with yoghurt or kefir and fresh 
berries.

Serves: 6-8 
Prep Time: 10 minutes 
Cook Time: 20 minutes 

Ingredients:

•	 2 ripe bananas 
•	 150g oats 
•	 2 tbsp cocoa powder 
•	 2 tbsp maple syrup or honey 
•	 2 tbsp peanut butter 
•	 1 tsp baking powder 
•	 1 tsp vanilla extract 
•	 50g dark chocolate, chopped 
•	 30g walnuts, chopped 
•	 1 tbsp mixed seeds 
•	 Pinch of salt 
•	 Greek yoghurt or kefir, to serve 
•	 Fresh berries, to serve Tip:

Use almond butter or tahini for variation. 
This is best slightly underbaked for a 
softer, more indulgent texture.
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