
Emotional Inflammation



Thoughts and emotions can affect 
immunity and inflammation

It’s about how the brain works and 
how it interprets our thoughts

The natural default mechanism is to  
think negatively

It’s a protective mechanism that forces 
us to be cautious to avoid danger



There are two considerations:

1. How do inflammation and chronic 
inflammation affect emotions?

2. How do emotions affect the 
inflammatory process?

There’s not as much info for this as we 
would like

But there’s enough for us to consider 
when helping clients



Shame, embarrassment, fear, sadness 
and anger can all impact our immune 
system

When the body and brain identify  
information as negative, it can 
interfere with vagus nerve function

It does this by stimulating stress 
hormones and the sympathetic 
nervous system

All of which are pro-inflammatory



Depression and inflammation have a 
bidirectional relationship

Depression will contribute to the 
inflammatory response

Chronic inflammation will increase 
symptoms of depression

It’s impossible to say which came first

It relates to cytokine production

Low-grade chronic inflammation has 
been associated with depression



Markers of inflammation are 
elevated in those with depression as 
opposed to nondepressed people

And looking at inflammatory markers 
and their levels in the blood can 
predict the severity of depressive 
symptoms

A study of identical twins found that 
those with higher C-reactive protein 
(CRP) levels were more likely to 
develop depression 5 years later



Long-term excessive cytokine 
production by the microglia in the 
brain can affect neurotransmitter 
function

Depression has been linked to several 
neurotransmitters, including serotonin 
and dopamine

It’s not about the cytokines 
themselves as much as the amount 
and how long the brain has been 
secreting higher amounts



Meta-analysis study: 3,212 MDD 
(major depressive disorder) patients 
and 2,798 healthy controls 

Those with MDD had higher levels of 
IL-6, TNF-alpha, IL-10, IL-13, IL-18, IL-
12, and reduced levels of interferon-γ 
(IFN-γ) 

But this does not mean that those 
with depression have too many pro-
inflammatory cytokines 



Some of those cytokines listed are 
anti-inflammatory

There’s some research that indicates 
that they have low levels immune 
fuction and have trouble mounting a 
proper inflammatory response

But is this the case, or is it that they 
just can’t mount the right response 
(Th2 vs Th1)?

If there’s dominant polarization, the 
other will be low



Poor ability to fight colds and flu – High 
Th2

Poor ability to heal and repair tissue –
High Th1

This is why we won’t get an exact answer 
for the inflammation connection

Each person is unique and will have 
different imbalances at different levels 
and different polarizations 



People with MDD have high levels of 
Th17 (which can occur with either Th1 
or Th2 dominance)

The higher the Th17, the greater the 
risk of suicide

Higher levels of IL-6 may predict how 
chronic the depression may be 

TNF-alpha and CRP have been 
associated with the severity of 
symptoms in depression



Gut health is a factor in depression and 
anxiety

Certain species have been found to be 
deficient in those with depression

Coprococcus is a species that is involved 
with the dopamine pathway and helps with 
the production of butyrate, which is 
connected to brain function

We also know that gut issues are linked to 
body and brain inflammation



The Subconscious Connection
Microbes play a role with the subconscious 
in regulating behavior

Major impact on cognitive function and 
social interaction

Lack of microbes profoundly alters 
neurochemistry and behavior

Because the changes are not on a conscious 
levels – it’s difficult to account for in human 
studies

Most research looks at neurotransmitters 
and other brain chemicals to determine 
effect



Anxiety is connected to the stress 
response

The best way to describe it – there’s an 
inability to calm the stress response 
down after it has been activated

Since the stress response is involved 
and anxiety would be a prolonged 
stress response, it’s easier to 
understand the inflammation 
connection 

And to increasing chronic 
inflammation and brain inflammation



The vagus nerve is affected by our 
emotions, the stress response and brain 
inflammation

And we’ve discussed the role of the vagus
nerve functioning properly so the 
inflammatory response can be appropriate

It is important to note that the vagus nerve 
sends signals to the brain that have 
emotional consequences, too

It’s bidirectional, making supporting the 
vagus nerve even more important



The key for us is knowing that emotions 
can play a role with inflammation

And inflammation can affect emotions

We are not therapists so what can we 
do?

Simple strategies that are within scope 
can help

Along with nutrition and lifestyle 
suggestions



The power of positive thinking:

A study of 175 participants, ages 40 to 
65, had them daily record their 
emotional experiences for 30 days

Blood samples up to 6 months later 
found that those who had a diverse 
amount of positive experiences had 
lower inflammatory markers in their 
blood



This result was seen only with a diversity 
of positive thinking

Was not seen just comparing positive 
thinking to negative thinking

This means we need to have exercises for 
clients that challenge them to think 
positively about different things and 
experiences

Gratitude journals are helpful for this –
especially if clients can examine what’s 
positive about a number of things in their 
lives



Other strategies:

Have a client make a list of at least 20 things 
that make them feel positive 

Identify 3 things or people that may be linked 
to the person’s inflammation and ask how 
they can modify this 

Use mantras and replace negative thoughts 
with positive

Meditate, breathe deeply, support the vagus 
nerve to reduce stress levels – hard to feel 
positive when stressed



Practice the gratitude exercise – Each day 
pick 3 things to be grateful for that have 
happened

Another way to say this is to each day pick 3 
things that went well – write them down for 
more reinforcement in the mind, must be 
done consistently for at least 3 months

Encourage clients to try new things that 
interest them

Moderate exercise to lower stress and 
increase endorphins



Get outside in the sunshine

Walk in nature

Dance or do other physical activities that 
provide joy

Spend time with likable people

All of these are simple – but the person has 
to choose to do them for it to help

Can also ask them what they like to do – find 
out why they don’t do them more often and 
help them create a plan



This is just one element that could be 
playing a role in someone’s chronic 
inflammation picture

We’re looking for multiple steps a person 
can take

We will work on nutrient suggestions, gut 
health and other aspects we’ve discussed

Each person’s journey will be different

Our goal is to help each person find the 
way that works for them
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