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DISCLAIMER

The information presented in the pages of this report, is offered for educational and
informational purposes only and should not be construed as personal medical advice.

You should not rely on this information as a substitute for, nor does it replace,
professional medical advice, diagnosis or treatment. If you have any concerns or
questions about your health or the content in this report, you should always consult
with a physician or other healthcare professional.

Do not disregard, avoid or delay obtaining medical or health related advice from your
healthcare professional because of something you may have read In this report. The
use of any Information herein is solely at your own risk.

Please consult your Physician, Nurse Practitioner, or Physician’s Assistant if you have
any medical condition or concern, or if you plan on using any of the supplements,
modalities, or devices listed in this report.

Many people who are already on medications should certainly consult their medical
providers before utilizing any new health device, lifestyle, or supplement strategies.
Those who do not speak with their provider prior to initiating supplement, device, or
lifestyle modifications discussed in this report assume the responsibility if an injury is
to occur.

Nurses and medical professionals who take information from this report and
implement it into practice are solely responsible for the care they provide.

This report is intended for persons 18 or older. If you are less than 18, please do not
use this report as a source of information, and discuss the information herein with a
parent or guardian before making any health changes.

Awakened Collective is not responsible for any harm that may arise as a result of the
information obtained from this report. All education is provided in good faith and
believed to be 100% safe and accurate by the author at the time of authorship. By using
the information from this report, you are releasing Jason Prall and Awakened
Collective from any liability whatsoever, and waive any and all-cause of action, related
to claims, cost, injuries, losses or damages of any kind arising out of connection with
the information obtained from this report.
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FOOD SENSITIVITIES |
RARELY START WITH FOOD Ve |

Digestion is deeply tied to your emotional and physiological state.

During periods of intense stress, such as a divorce, the loss of a loved one, a
major life transition, or ongoing pressure at work, you might notice your appetite
swinging dramatically. You may feel ravenously hungry or have no desire to eat
at all. You might feel nauseous before a presentation, or experience sudden
urgency or diarrhea when your nervous system is under strain. Foods that are
normally fine can suddenly trigger bloating, cramping, or discomfort.

Most people chalk this up to temporary stress and assume things will go back to
normal once life settles down. But for others, the digestive problems stick around
long after the crisis passes.

That’s because unresolved stress and trauma can create symptoms that persist for
years—even decades—after the original event.

Research shows that over 70% of adults have experienced at least one traumatic
event in their lifetime. [1] And around 40% of people experience chronic
digestive issues at some point. [2] Food sensitivities are one of the primary ways
these digestive problems show up. Yet doctors rarely make the connection
between how the nervous system responds to stress and the way the body
responds to food.

This guide dives deep into that crucial connection. You'll learn how your nervous
system and digestion are linked, what food sensitivity actually means, how life
experiences contribute to these symptoms, and—most importantly—practical
tools and advice you can use to fix the food sensitivity for good.



CW one
WHAT ARE FOOD
SENSITIVITIES?

Food sensitivity, often referred to as food
intolerance, describes a delayed or non-life-
threatening reaction to certain foods.

It’s different from a true food allergy,
which has a severe, immediate reaction —
think hives, swelling, anaphylaxis within
minutes of exposure.

Food sensitivities can be hard to pinpoint
because symptoms vary widely and
reactions are often delayed, making the
connection between food and symptoms
difficult to identify.

The standard solution is food removal.
Eliminate the suspected triggers, follow
strict dietary protocols, and reassess over
time.

These approaches help many people
manage symptoms. What they don’t
explain is why food sensitivities develop in
the first place, why reactions often multiply
over time, or why the same food can cause
a reaction one day and not another. Without
answers to those questions, many people
end up cycling through restriction without
addressing what’s driving the reactivity.
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Symptoms are often
severe and sudden

Symptom intensity is variable,
can be mild to severe

Onset of symptoms occurs minutes
to an hour after eating

Common symptoms include hives,
swelling, itching, wheezing,
difficulty breathing, anaphylaxis

Onset of symptoms can be
hours to days after eating

Can be life-threatening

Common symptoms include
bloating, diarrhea, constipation,
headaches, brain fog, fatigue,
joint pain, skin issues

Reactions are usually consistent
every time the food is eaten

Not life-threatening, but can
significantly affect quality of life

Rarely resolves in adulthood

Reactions can vary based on
stress, health, environment, and
nervous system state

Immune pathway:
IgE (triggers “emergency” immune
reactions)

Can improve or resolve as
underlying drivers are addressed

Immune pathways:
IgA (regulates immune response
in our mucus membranes)
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IgG (inflammation that builds
hours to days later)
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THE GUT-NERVOUS
SYSTEM CONNECTION

Your gut doesn’t operate in isolation. Everything in your body is connected. Yet
traditional medicine often treats each system as a mechanic treats a car: as a series
of individual parts to be addressed. Emotional stress is treated in one place.
Digestive symptoms in another. Immune issues somewhere else entirely. Each
practitioner looks at a piece of the problem, even though all of these systems are
constantly communicating.

The nervous system plays a central role in that communication.

It continuously scans your internal and external environment for signs of danger
or safety. This process happens automatically and outside conscious awareness.

When your nervous system perceives
a threat, it prepares your body to
defend itself. That preparation
includes priming the immune system
to react.

And when your body lives in a
heightened state of threat, everything
becomes suspicious — even the food
your body needs to survive.

Food sensitivities often develop
because your nervous system learned
to interpret eating as threatening.
Once that association takes hold,
your immune system follows along.
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How Your Nervous System Learns To Fear Food
(X X

If your nervous system is already activated by stress, illness, injury, or emotional
strain when you eat a particular food, that food can become linked with threat.
This process unfolds in a predictable way.

Step 1: Nervous system priming
Something puts your nervous system into a defensive state. Your nervous system
shifts into a heightened state of vigilance.

Step 2: Coincidental pairing

While in this state, you eat a food and normally benign or beneficial compounds
push your sensitive, hyper-reactive system over the limit. A response occurs—
digestive distress, fatigue, brain fog, hives, or pain.

Step 3: Association formation

Your nervous system links the food with the feeling of threat. This happens
through a process called classical conditioning—the same mechanism that allows
your body to learn any association between two events that occur together. [3]

Step 4: Accelerated response

The next time you encounter that food, your nervous system recognizes it. Before
you even finish swallowing, your body may begin mounting a defensive
response. Your immune system activates. Inflammation cascades. You react faster
and often more intensely than before.



CHAPTER TWO | THE GUT-NERVOUS SYSTEM CONNECTION

Over time, your body learns to react to foods based on context and past
experience, coupled with the food's chemical makeup.

This explains confusing patterns:
« Why you may tolerate a food at home but react to it in a stressful environment
« Why certain restaurants or meal contexts trigger reactions while others don't

« Why your reactions seem inconsistent or unpredictable on vacation

Your nervous system responds to the entire context of eating, not just what's on
your plate.
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Understanding what pushes your nervous system into chronic defensive states
helps explain why food sensitivities often emerge during or after specific life
events.

Chronic Stress and Emotional Load

Ongoing stress keeps your nervous system activated. Work pressure, relationship
problems, financial strain, caregiving, or any sustained demand gradually
depletes your capacity to return to baseline.

This is allostatic load — the cumulative wear and tear from chronic stress
activation. [4] When allostatic load runs high, your nervous system loses
flexibility. It gets stuck in defensive mode, unable to fully relax even when actual
demands decrease.

Research shows that chronic psychological stress increases inflammatory

markers and alters immune function. [5] This creates perfect conditions for
developing food sensitivities.

11



CHAPTER THREE | WHAT CAN DYSREGULATE THE NERVOUS SYSTEM

Trauma, Shock, and Adverse Experiences

Traumatic experiences—a single overwhelming event or accumulated childhood
adversity—fundamentally reshape how your nervous system processes threat
information.

The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) studies show that early-life stress
can lead to lasting changes in stress physiology and immune function. Adults
with higher ACE scores have elevated inflammation and increased susceptibility
to immune-mediated conditions. [6]

Trauma changes both your body and your mind. The immune system becomes
primed for reactivity. The gut-brain axis dysregulates. And conditions develop for
food sensitivities to take hold.
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Head Injuries and Concussions
00

Traumatic brain injury (TBI)—even mild concussions—can create limbic injuries
that disrupt safe signaling via the brain-gut axis in ways that often lead to
digestive dysfunction and food sensitivities.

TBI can throw the nervous system into a state of dysregulation within hours of
the injury. This affects gut motility (how quickly food moves through the
digestive tract), intestinal permeability (how well the gut barrier functions), and
the immune system's reactivity in the gut. [7] Many people develop new food
sensitivities weeks, months or even years after head injuries occur, often without
connecting the two events.

The gut depends on consistent, coordinated signals from the brain to function

well. When an injury disrupts that communication, digestion becomes more
vulnerable to problems, including sensitivity to foods previously well tolerated.

13



CHAPTER THREE | WHAT CAN DYSREGULATE THE NERVOUS SYSTEM

IlIness, Infection, and Inflammation

Any significant illness—viral infection, bacterial infection, inflammatory flare—
can prime the nervous system for heightened reactivity.

During illness, your immune system releases inflammatory signals called
cytokines. These cytokines have a big job. They fight infection and communicate
directly with your brain, triggering what researchers call "sickness behavior" —
fatigue, malaise, loss of appetite, social withdrawal.

But cytokines also sensitize your nervous system to perceive threat more readily.
They lower the threshold for defensive responses. Food sensitivities often emerge
after severe illness because your nervous system hasn't fully reset, even after the
infection clears.

Food Reactions Themselves

Once food sensitivities develop, the inflammatory reactions they trigger can
further dysregulate your nervous system, creating a vicious cycle.

Every time you react to food, inflammation increases. That inflammation signals
danger to your brain. Your nervous system responds by becoming more vigilant,
more reactive. This makes you more likely to react to other foods. The problem
compounds itself.

Food sensitivities are both a cause and consequence of nervous system

dysregulation. This is why addressing only the food, without addressing the
nervous system, usually fails to provide lasting or complete relief.

14
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Small changes in how you approach meals can help signal safety to your nervous
system, creating the conditions for better digestion and reduced reactivity.

Downshift Your Nervous System Before Meals

The state of your nervous system when you eat affects how your body responds
to food. Eating while rushed, stressed, or anxious keeps the body in a defensive
mode that interferes with digestion.

Eating in a calmer state allows normal digestive processes to function.

This doesn’t mean you can think your way out of food sensitivities. But it does
mean that how you eat matters as much as what you eat.

Take 3 slow breaths before you put food in
your mouth. This activates the vagus nerve,

helping the body shift into rest-and-digest mode
and signaling the salivary glands, stomach, and
intestines that it’s time to digest.




CHAPTER FOUR | MEALTIME SHIFTS TO TRY TODAY

Pause Before Eating

Many reactions happen because food arrives before the nervous system has had a
chance to shift out of action mode.

Even a short transition lowers nervous system activation enough for digestion to
switch on, rather than prioritizing movement and alertness.

This supports enzyme release, gut motility, and more coordinated digestion.

Before your first bite, smell
your food for 10-15
seconds. This sensory input
helps initiate the digestive
process and prepares your

stomach to receive food.




Create a Soothing Eating Environment
eooeo

Your nervous system constantly scans your environment for cues of threat.
Where you eat sends powerful signals about whether it's safe to relax and digest.

Eating in environments where you feel observed, judged, or uncomfortable can
keep your nervous system on high alert. This activates stress responses that
interfere with digestion and increase the likelihood of food reactions.

Eating in spaces that feel more neutral or familiar reduces the amount of
background stress your nervous system has to manage while processing food.
This might mean eating at home rather than in a crowded cafeteria, or finding a
quiet corner instead of a busy common area.

- Juo L.
f If you need to eat in a stressful environment,
try creating a small ritual that signals safety

—like listening to calming music with
headphones, dimming lights, or facing a wall
or window to minimize visual stimulation.




CHAPTER FOUR | MEALTIME SHIFTS TO TRY TODAY

Give Yourself an Eating Routine

The nervous system responds to cues of safety. Predictability reduces threat
perception.

When you eat at similar times each day, prepare food in familiar ways, or sit in
the same seat, you're sending consistent signals to your nervous system that
eating is safe. This regularity helps your nervous system relax its vigilance
around meals.

¥ AN "N

Pair eating with an existing
routine, such as washing your
hands, lighting a candle, or
taking a short walk beforehand.
Linking meals to a familiar

habit increases predictability.




CHAPTER FOUR | MEALTIME SHIFTS TO TRY TODAY

Sit Down to Eat

Eating on the go—standing,
walking, or driving—keeps your
nervous system in sympathetic
(fight-or-flight) mode.

Your body interprets movement as a
signal to stay alert, diverting
resources away from digestion.

When you sit down to eat and give
food your full attention, you signal
to your nervous system that it's safe
to shift into rest-and-digest mode.

Place both feet flat on the floor while eating.
Grounding through the feet and feeling your butt
on the chair helps signal physical stability to the

nervous system.



Let Go of Food Perfectionism

Trying to eat perfectly can increase stress around meals, which works against
digestion. When every meal feels like a test, the nervous system stays on alert
rather than settling.

Reducing the emotional charge around food choices allows digestion to happen
with less resistance.

If food choices are creating tension, simplify. Give yourself permission

to eat foods you tolerate well, even if they aren't nutritionally optimal.
Familiar, tolerated foods place less demand on the nervous system.

20
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NERVOUS SYSTEM
REGULATION STRATEGIES

Addressing food sensitivities from both ends—what happens at mealtime and
what's happening in your nervous system overall—gives you the best chance at
lasting improvement. The following strategies help regulate the nervous system,
which, in turn, can reduce food reactivity over time.

Trauma Resolution and Processing

If trauma or adverse childhood experiences contribute to your nervous system
dysregulation, working with trauma-informed practitioners using approaches like
EMDR, somatic experiencing, or internal family systems can help resolve stored
threat responses.

When you process trauma with a trained practitioner, you're essentially updating
the threat database in your nervous system. Your brain learns that the danger has
passed. As that happens, your nervous system stops treating everyday activities—
like eating—as if they're dangerous. For many people, food reactions begin to
ease once the original trauma is no longer running the show.

Look for practitioners who understand the
connection between trauma, nervous system

function, and physical symptoms. Ask
potential therapists directly if they work with
the somatic (body-based) aspects of trauma,
not just the cognitive aspects.




Limbic System
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Hippocampus
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Dynamic Neural
Retraining System™

Brain Retraining Programs

When the brain gets stuck in threat-perception patterns and heightened reactivity,
brain retraining can help reset them.

Programs like Dynamic Neural Retraining System (DNRS) to help the brain reset
dysregulated patterns and limbic system impairment, particularly beneficial for
those with TBI, PTSD, or chronic stress responses that are not responding to any
other treatments.

Brain retraining works best when combined
with other nervous system requlation practices.

Think of it as resetting the baseline while other
practices help you maintain that new, more
balanced state.



https://retrainingthebrain.com/

CHAPTER FIVE | NERVOUS SYSTEM REGULATION STRATEGIES

Vagal Toning

The vagus nerve serves as the main communication highway between your brain
and your gut, and it plays a crucial role in dampening inflammation and
supporting digestion.

Practices that specifically activate the vagus nerve can strengthen the anti-
inflammatory pathway and improve digestive function. Research shows that high
vagal tone is associated with better emotional regulation, reduced inflammation,
and improved gut function. [9]

Try humming or singing for
2-3 minutes daily. The
vibration directly stimulates
the vagus nerve. You can do
this in the shower, in the car,
or anywhere you feel

comfortable making sound.




CHAPTER FIVE | NERVOUS SYSTEM REGULATION STRATEGIES

Mindfulness and Meditation

Regular meditation practice has
been shown to increase vagal tone,
reduce inflammatory markers, and
improve nervous system flexibility.

Studies demonstrate that as little as
8 weeks of mindfulness meditation
can reduce inflammatory markers
and improve the nervous system’s
ability to shift between states of
activation and rest. [10,11] For
people with food sensitivities, this
increased flexibility means the
nervous system becomes less likely
to lock into defensive responses
around eating.

Start with just 5 minutes a day. Consistency

matters more than duration. Apps like Insight
Timer, Headspace, or Calm can help you build a

regular practice without feeling overwhelmed. If
you think you’re “bad” at meditating, gaze
softly at a candle or simply close your eyes and
notice the inhale and exhale of your breath.




Somatic Practices
XX

Research shows that trauma and chronic stress can leave the body holding
tension, breathing differently, and feeling less connected to physical sensations,
reflecting a nervous system that stays on high alert. [12,13]

Gentle movement practices like yoga, tai chi, or gigong help release stored
tension and teach your nervous system to toggle between activation and rest.
Studies indicate that regular yoga practice can reduce inflammatory markers,
improve vagal tone, and help resolve trauma held in the body. [14]

Choose gentle, slow-paced movement
practices over intense exercise when working

with nervous system dysregulation. The goal
is to teach your nervous system to feel safe in
your body, not to push through discomfort.




CHAPTER FIVE | NERVOUS SYSTEM REGULATION STRATEGIES

WHAT CHANGE FEELS LIKE

When food sensitivities have a nervous system component, change tends to show
up gradually rather than dramatically.

You may notice:

More stable appetite

Reactions to food becoming less intense

Symptoms getting “not worse” before they get better
Less anxiety around meals

Meals digest more comfortably

Faster recovery from reactions

Improved tolerance in previously triggering contexts

You may also experience better sleep, improved stress tolerance, and clearer
thinking or a steadier mood, all signs that your nervous system regulation is
improving.




conclusion
HOPE FOR THOSE WITH STRESS-
DRIVEN FOOD SENSITIVITIES

Understanding the nervous system component of
food sensitivities changes what healing looks like.

You don't need more willpower

Food reactions driven by nervous system -
dysregulation aren't failures of discipline. They're \
automatic physiological responses your body

learned for what it perceived as good reasons.

You can't willpower your way out of a conditioned
immune response. But you can create conditions
that allow your nervous system to unlearn the
association between food and threat.

You don't need endless restriction

When the state of the nervous system determines
reactivity, stricter dietary rules alone won't solve the
problem. Sometimes, nervous system regulation is
what allows food tolerance to expand.

Dietary modifications can be useful. For many
people, temporarily reducing exposure to trigger
foods while working on nervous system regulation
makes sense. But restriction alone rarely resolves
the underlying pattern.

The goal is to expand what you can safely eat, not
to perfect what you avoid.

27




CONCLUSION | HOPE FOR THOSE WITH STRESS-DRIVEN FOOD SENSITIVITIES

You need safety, context, and understanding
Healing food sensitivities with a nervous system component requires addressing
the conditions that keep your nervous system in a defensive state.

This means managing stress where possible. Processing trauma when needed.
Creating environments and relationships that feel genuinely safe. Developing
practices that support nervous system regulation.

It also means understanding what's happening in your body. When you know that
food reactions can be learned responses rather than permanent damage, it
changes your relationship with your symptoms. You can work with your nervous
system rather than fighting it.




THE PATH FORWARD

Your food sensitivities reflect more than your gut. They reflect the state of your
entire nervous system, the safety of your environment, the regulation of your
stress responses, and the learned associations between food and threat.

No single approach works for everyone because food sensitivities emerge from
complex interactions between multiple systems. But understanding the nervous
system component gives you a crucial piece of the puzzle.

The work ahead involves more than changing what you eat. It involves changing
how your body experiences eating.




REFERENCES

[1] Benjet C, Bromet E, Karam EG, et al. The epidemiology of traumatic event exposure worldwide:
results from the World Mental Health Survey Consortium. Psychol Med. 2016;46(2):327-343.
doi:10.1017/S0033291715001981

[2] Gut troubles. (2024, June 17). NIH News in Health. https://newsinhealth.nih.gov/2020/02/gut-
troubles

[3] Schedlowski, M., & Pacheco-Lépez, G. (2009). The learned immune response: Pavlov and
beyond. Brain Behavior and Immunity, 24(2), 176-185. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2009.08.007

[4] McEwen, B. S. (2008). Central effects of stress hormones in health and disease: Understanding
the protective and damaging effects of stress and stress mediators. European Journal of
Pharmacology, 583(2-3), 174-185. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejphar.2007.11.071

[5] Cohen, S., Janicki-Deverts, D., Doyle, W. J., Miller, G. E., Frank, E., Rabin, B. S., & Turner, R.
B. (2012). Chronic stress, glucocorticoid receptor resistance, inflammation, and disease risk.
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1118355109

[6] Danese, A., Pariante, C. M., Caspi, A., Taylor, A., & Poulton, R. (2007). Childhood maltreatment
predicts adult inflammation in a life-course study. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences,
104(4), 1319-1324. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0610362104

[7] Hanscom, M., Loane, D. J., & Shea-Donohue, T. (2021). Brain-gut axis dysfunction in the
pathogenesis of traumatic brain injury. Journal of Clinical Investigation, 131(12).
https://doi.org/10.1172/jcil43777

[8] Van Der Kolk, B. A., Hodgdon, H., Gapen, M., Musicaro, R., Suvak, M. K., Hamlin, E., &
Spinazzola, J. (2016). A randomized controlled study of neurofeedback for chronic PTSD. PLoS
ONE, 11(12), e0166752. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0166752

[9] Bonaz, B., Sinniger, V., & Pellissier, S. (2018). Vagus nerve stimulation at the interface of Brain—
Gut interactions. Cold Spring Harbor Perspectives in Medicine, 9(8), a034199.
https://doi.org/10.1101/cshperspect.a034199

[10] Creswell, J. D., Irwin, M. R., Burklund, L. J., Lieberman, M. D., Arevalo, J. M., Ma, J., Breen,
E. C., & Cole, S. W. (2012). Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction training reduces loneliness and pro-

inflammatory gene expression in older adults: A small randomized controlled trial. Brain Behavior
and Immunity, 26(7), 1095-1101. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2012.07.006

30


https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4869975/
https://newsinhealth.nih.gov/2020/02/gut-troubles
https://newsinhealth.nih.gov/2020/02/gut-troubles
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2009.08.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ejphar.2007.11.071
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1118355109
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0610362104
https://doi.org/10.1172/jci143777
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0166752
https://doi.org/10.1101/cshperspect.a034199
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2012.07.006

REFERENCES

[11] Tang, Y., Ma, Y., Wang, J., Fan, Y., Feng, S., Lu, Q., Yu, Q., Sui, D., Rothbart, M. K., Fan, M., &
Posner, M. 1. (2007). Short-term meditation training improves attention and self-regulation.
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 104(43), 17152—-17156.
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0707678104

[12] Thayer, J. F., & Sternberg, E. (2006). Beyond heart rate variability. Annals of the New York
Academy of Sciences, 1088(1), 361-372. https://doi.org/10.1196/annals.1366.014

[13] Kolacz, J., & Porges, S. W. (2018). Chronic diffuse pain and functional gastrointestinal disorders
after Traumatic stress: Pathophysiology through a Polyvagal Perspective. Frontiers in Medicine, 5,
229. https://doi.org/10.3389/fmed.2018.00145

[14] Djalilova, D. M., Schulz, P. S., Berger, A. M., Case, A. J., Kupzyk, K. A., & Ross, A. C. (2018).
Impact of yoga on Inflammatory biomarkers: A Systematic review. Biological Research for Nursing,
21(2), 198-209. https://doi.org/10.1177/1099800418820162

31


https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0707678104
https://doi.org/10.1196/annals.1366.014
https://doi.org/10.3389/fmed.2018.00145
https://doi.org/10.1177/1099800418820162

