
WHAT if some of your decisions or beha viour were the res ult, not of vol un tary mech an isms,
but of the com pos i tion of your gut micro bi ota?

This thought-pro vok ing pro spect is sug ges ted by the �nd ings of a study by research ers at
the Paris Brain Insti tute and Ger many’s Uni versity of Bonn. In par tic u lar, changes in intest -
inal �ora could play a role in our inter ac tions with oth ers.
Accord ing to France’s Fond a tion pour la Recher che Med icale (FRM), the gut micro bi ota is
made up of “thou sands of bil lions of microor gan isms liv ing mainly in the intest ines, in
sym bi osis with the body, i.e. in bene � cial asso ci ation with each other. There are as many (of
them) as there are cells in our body! They are mainly bac teria, but also yeasts and vir uses”.
While we already know that this �ora, as it’s also known, has an impact on digest ive func -
tion, it could also in�u ence our beha viour, cer tain emo tions and even decision-mak ing,
accord ing to the �nd ings of sci ent ists at the Paris Brain Insti tute in France and the Uni -
versity of Bonn in Ger many.
This is not the �rst study to explore this asso ci ation, but most of the research car ried out
pre vi ously has only involved anim als.
“The avail able data sug gests that the intest inal eco sys tem com mu nic ates with the cent ral
nervous sys tem via vari ous path ways, includ ing the vagus nerve.
“It might also use bio chem ical sig nals that trig ger the release of neur o trans mit ters, such as
dopam ine and sero tonin, which are essen tial for proper brain func tion,” says Hilke Plass -
mann, head of the Con trol-Intero cep tion-Atten tion Team at the Paris Brain Insti tute and
pro fessor at Insti tut Europeen d'Admin is tra tion des A�aires (Insead), quoted in a news
release.
With this in mind, the research ers decided to sub ject 101 men aged between 20 and 60 to
beha vi oural tests, includ ing the “ulti matum game”, which eval u ates an indi vidual’s
decision mak ing and sens it iv ity to fair ness or unfair ness.
The rules of the game are simple: one par ti cipant is given a sum of money and asked to share
it — fairly or unfairly — with a second par ti cipant. The lat ter can accept or decline the o�er,
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depend ing on whether it seems fair or unfair. In the lat ter case, neither player receives the
reward.
The most import ant detail is that 51 par ti cipants took pro bi ot ics and pre b i ot ics, used to
rebal ance intest inal �ora, for a period of seven weeks, while 50 received a placebo.
All par ti cipants took part in the game dur ing two ses sions, at the begin ning and at the end of
the sup ple ment a tion period.
GREATER ‘SENSITIVITY TO FAIRNESS’
Pub lished in the journal ‘PNAS Nexus’, the res ults sug gest that the com pos i tion of gut
micro bi ota may in�u ence not only decision-mak ing, but also “sens it iv ity to fair ness”.
In detail, the research ers explain that par ti cipants who had taken pro bi ot ics and pre b i ot ics
were more likely to refuse o�ers con sidered unequal, after the seven weeks of sup ple ment a -
tion.
This change in decision-mak ing and sens it iv ity to fair ness - or unfair ness - was not
observed in the placebo group.
Par ti cipants who took sup ple ments also exper i enced the greatest changes in the com pos i -
tion of their intest inal micro bi ota.
Moreover, “the research ers also observed a sharp drop in (the sup ple men ted group’s) levels
of tyr osine, a dopam ine pre cursor, after the seven-week inter ven tion”.
“For the �rst time, a causal mech an ism is emer ging: the com pos i tion of the gut micro bi ota
could in�u ence social beha viour through the pre curs ors of dopam ine, a neur o trans mit ter
involved in brain reward mech an isms,” accord ing to the study news release.
This �nd ing is likely to give rise to fur ther, more tar geted research.
“It’s too early to say that gut bac teria can make us less rational and more recept ive to social
con sid er a tions.
“However, these new res ults cla rify which bio lo gical path ways we must look at. The pro spect
of mod u lat ing the gut micro bi ota through diet to pos it ively in�u ence decision-mak ing is
fas cin at ing. We need to explore this avenue very care fully,” says study coau thor, Hilke
Plass mann.
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