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S
ome people 

fi nd exams and 

other stressful life 

experiences coincide 

with gastrointestinal 

problems. New research has 

shown that their stomachs 

may be churning for a 

reason.

Swinburne psychology 

lecturer Dr Simon Knowles 

along with his colleague 

biotechnology researcher 

Dr Enzo Palombo and PhD 

student Elizabeth Nelson 

have studied the eff ect of 

stress on gastrointestinal 

fl ora.

“This is the fi rst study to 

show that perceived stress 

aff ects the levels of good 

bacteria in the intestine,” 

Knowles said.

“A reduction in these 

good bacteria is associated 

with gastrointestinal 

infections.” 

The group studied 

the eff ect of perceived 

stress on salivary cortisol 

concentrations and lactic 

acid bacteria activity on 

23 healthy undergraduate 

students.

Saliva and faecal samples 

were collected from the 

students at the beginning 

of the academic semester 

to obtain a low stress 

baseline and again during 

the fi rst week of exams. The 

students also completed 

a series of questionnaires 

about their perceived levels 

of stress, what they ate and 

gastrointestinal symptoms.

Predictably, the students 

rated their perceived levels 

of stress as being greater 

during the exam period 

compared to the beginning 

of the semester. The study 

also found a corresponding 

lowering of faecal lactic acid 

bacteria levels during the 

high stress condition. 

“This is evidence that 

stress can have a pervasive 

impact on an individual’s 

physiological as well as their 

psychological well-being,” 

Knowles said. 

“Despite extensive 

research on the infl uence 

of stress on immune 

functioning and well-

being, little is known about 

the impact of stress on 

gastrointestinal microfl ora. 

This is the fi rst human study 

to show a link between 

stress and gut fl ora.

“This is signifi cant 

because a reduction in good 

gut fl ora may contribute to 

the onset of gastrointestinal 

problems.”

Knowles suggests that 

the fi ndings of this study 

could lead to intervention 

using cognitive behaviour 

therapy to help people 

to deal with the eff ects of 

stress.  

Stomach may be 
churning for a reason


