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Does the gaps diet work? This is a question many individuals grappling with chronic health
conditions, particularly those affecting the gut and brain, are asking. The Gut and Psychology
Syndrome (GAPS) diet, developed by Dr. Natasha Campbell-McBride, is a highly restrictive
elimination diet designed to address a wide range of neurological and psychological disorders by
healing the gut lining. This article will delve into what the GAPS diet entails, its purported benefits,
the scientific evidence supporting its claims, potential challenges and side effects, and who might
consider it. We will explore the stages of the GAPS diet, the specific foods to include and avoid, and
discuss common concerns and how it compares to other gut-healing approaches. Understanding the
intricacies of the GAPS diet is crucial for anyone considering this intensive dietary intervention.
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What is the GAPS Diet?

The GAPS diet, an acronym for Gut and Psychology Syndrome, is a comprehensive nutritional
program designed by neurologist and neurosurgeon Dr. Natasha Campbell-McBride. It is based on
the theory that many neurological and psychiatric conditions, including autism, ADHD, dyslexia,
epilepsy, schizophrenia, and depression, are linked to significant damage to the gut lining and an
imbalance of gut bacteria. The core idea is that by healing the gut, one can improve brain function
and alleviate symptoms of these disorders. This dietary approach focuses on eliminating potentially
harmful foods that can irritate the gut lining and introducing nutrient-dense, easily digestible foods
that promote gut healing and restore a healthy microbiome. It's a multi-stage, progressively



introduced protocol that requires significant commitment and careful adherence.

The Core Principles of the GAPS Diet

At its heart, the GAPS diet is founded on several key principles aimed at systematically healing and
sealing the gut. The central tenet is that the gut and the brain are intimately connected, often
referred to as the "gut-brain axis." Disruptions in gut health, such as inflammation, permeability
(often called "leaky gut"), and dysbiosis (an imbalance of microorganisms), can lead to toxins
entering the bloodstream and affecting brain function. Therefore, the diet prioritizes removing foods
that are difficult to digest, inflammatory, or contain anti-nutrients. Conversely, it emphasizes foods
rich in the building blocks needed to repair the gut lining and support healthy microbial populations.
This includes a heavy emphasis on traditional, whole foods, particularly fermented foods and bone
broths, which are believed to be foundational for gut restoration.

Stages of the GAPS Diet: A Comprehensive Overview

The GAPS diet is not a one-size-fits-all or a single-phase approach. Instead, it is divided into distinct
stages, each with specific dietary guidelines. This gradual introduction allows the gut to heal
progressively and helps individuals identify any remaining sensitivities. The initial stages are the
most restrictive, focusing on establishing a baseline of easily digestible foods. As the diet progresses,
more foods are carefully reintroduced based on individual tolerance.

The Intro GAPS Diet

This is the most intensive phase, designed to rapidly calm inflammation and begin healing the gut
lining. It involves a very limited range of foods, typically starting with bone broths, cooked
vegetables in the form of purees, and fermented foods. Some individuals may progress very slowly
through this stage, while others may find it easier to transition. The goal is to reduce the toxic load
on the body and prepare the digestive system for the next stages. Foods are introduced one at a time
to monitor reactions. This stage can last anywhere from a few weeks to several months, depending
on the individual's response.

The Full GAPS Diet

Once the intro stage is completed and significant improvement is noted, individuals transition to the
Full GAPS Diet. This stage is less restrictive but still eliminates grains, refined sugars, processed
foods, and most dairy products (except fermented ones). It involves a wider variety of meats, fish,
eggs, fats, vegetables, and fruits, along with continued emphasis on fermented foods and probiotics.
The goal of this stage is to maintain a healed gut and a balanced microbiome. Foods are added back
into the diet in a systematic way, with careful attention paid to how each food is tolerated. The
duration of the Full GAPS Diet can vary widely, often lasting from 18 months to two years or even
longer, as the body continues to heal and rebalance.



Reintroduction of Foods

A crucial part of the GAPS protocol is the careful reintroduction of foods that were initially
eliminated. This is done slowly and systematically, allowing individuals to assess their body's
response. The aim is to identify which foods can be tolerated and which may still cause issues,
thereby creating a sustainable, long-term dietary plan. This phase is highly personalized, as
tolerance levels differ greatly from person to person.

Foods to Embrace on the GAPS Diet

The GAPS diet champions nutrient-dense, easily digestible, and gut-healing foods. These are the
cornerstones of the protocol and are crucial for achieving the desired therapeutic outcomes. The
emphasis is on whole, unprocessed ingredients that provide the body with the necessary vitamins,
minerals, and amino acids for repair and regeneration.

e Bone Broths: Rich in gelatin, collagen, minerals, and amino acids like glutamine, bone broth
is considered foundational for GAPS. It helps to repair the gut lining and reduce inflammation.

e Meats and Poultry: Grass-fed and organically raised meats are preferred for their higher
nutrient density and lower inflammatory potential.

e Fish and Seafood: Fatty fish like salmon and mackerel are excellent sources of omega-3 fatty
acids, which have anti-inflammatory properties.

e Eggs: A highly nutritious food, eggs provide protein and other essential nutrients.

e Fermented Foods: Sauerkraut, kimchi, kefir, yogurt (if tolerated), and other fermented
vegetables and dairy are vital for replenishing beneficial gut bacteria.

e Vegetables: A wide variety of cooked vegetables are encouraged, especially in the initial
stages. Non-starchy vegetables are prioritized.

e Fruits: Naturally sweet fruits are allowed in moderation, with a preference for lower-sugar
options.

e Healthy Fats: Ghee, coconut oil, olive oil, and animal fats are important for hormone
production and overall health.

¢ Nuts and Seeds: When properly prepared (soaked, sprouted, or cooked), nuts and seeds can
be beneficial sources of nutrients.

¢ Specific Grains and Legumes (Later Stages): Once gut healing has progressed, properly
prepared grains like rice and legumes might be reintroduced.



Foods to Strictly Avoid on the GAPS Diet

The restrictive nature of the GAPS diet is a significant aspect of its protocol. Certain food groups are
excluded because they are believed to exacerbate gut inflammation, feed pathogenic bacteria, or are
difficult for a compromised digestive system to process. Avoiding these foods is critical for the diet's
effectiveness in addressing gut dysbiosis and leaky gut syndrome.

e Grains: All grains, including wheat, corn, rice, oats, barley, and rye, are excluded, especially
in the early stages.

¢ Refined Sugars and Sweeteners: White sugar, high-fructose corn syrup, artificial
sweeteners, and even honey and maple syrup are generally avoided, though small amounts of
natural sweeteners may be allowed in later stages.

e Processed Foods: Any food that is not in its natural state, including most packaged snacks,
convenience meals, and processed meats, is strictly forbidden.

e Starchy Vegetables (Early Stages): Potatoes, sweet potatoes, carrots, and other starchy
vegetables may be limited or excluded in the initial phases.

e Most Dairy Products: Except for fermented dairy like kefir and yogurt, most dairy, including
milk, cheese, and butter (though ghee, clarified butter, is permitted), is avoided due to lactose
and casein content.

e Legumes (Early Stages): Beans, lentils, and peas are generally excluded in the initial stages
due to their potential to cause gas and bloating.

¢ Nuts and Seeds (Early Stages): Unless properly prepared to reduce phytic acid and improve
digestibility, nuts and seeds are often avoided in the early stages.

e Commercial Oils: Vegetable oils like soybean, corn, canola, and sunflower oil are avoided in
favor of healthier fats.

e Artificial Additives: Food colorings, preservatives, flavorings, and MSG are strictly
prohibited.

Potential Benefits of the GAPS Diet

Proponents of the GAPS diet report a wide array of benefits, particularly for individuals suffering
from chronic illnesses linked to gut health. The comprehensive approach aims to address the root
cause of many seemingly unrelated symptoms by focusing on gut restoration. The underlying theory
suggests that by reducing inflammation and healing the gut lining, the body can better absorb
nutrients, reduce systemic inflammation, and improve brain function and mood regulation.



Anecdotal evidence and the clinical experience of Dr. Campbell-McBride suggest that the GAPS diet
can lead to significant improvements in symptoms related to digestive disorders such as irritable
bowel syndrome (IBS), inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), and celiac disease. Furthermore, many
parents and individuals with neurological and psychiatric conditions have reported positive
outcomes. These can include improvements in behavior, cognitive function, social interaction, and a
reduction in symptoms like anxiety, depression, and hyperactivity. The emphasis on nutrient-dense
foods is also believed to support overall health, boost the immune system, and increase energy
levels. However, it is important to note that while promising, much of the evidence supporting these
benefits is observational and anecdotal, with more rigorous scientific research needed.

Scientific Evidence and Clinical Research

While the GAPS diet has a strong following and numerous testimonials supporting its efficacy, the
scientific literature directly validating the GAPS diet as a specific therapeutic intervention is limited.
Most of the evidence supporting the GAPS diet is extrapolated from research on the gut-brain axis,
the impact of diet on the microbiome, and the benefits of specific foods like probiotics and bone
broth. Studies on dietary interventions for gut health often focus on specific components or broader
dietary patterns rather than the precise GAPS protocol.

Research into conditions like autism spectrum disorder (ASD), ADHD, and inflammatory bowel
diseases does highlight the critical role of gut health and the gut microbiome. For example, studies
have shown differences in the gut microbiome composition of individuals with ASD compared to
neurotypical individuals. Similarly, the concept of leaky gut has been investigated in relation to
various autoimmune and neurological conditions. The GAPS diet incorporates strategies that align
with current research into healing leaky gut and modulating the microbiome, such as the use of
fermented foods and bone broth, and the elimination of inflammatory triggers. However, there is a
need for well-designed, randomized controlled trials specifically evaluating the GAPS diet to
establish its effectiveness and safety definitively for specific conditions. Many practitioners advocate
for a personalized approach, adapting dietary principles based on individual responses and scientific
understanding.

Challenges and Potential Side Effects of the GAPS Diet

The GAPS diet, while potentially beneficial, is known for its stringency and can present significant
challenges for individuals attempting to follow it. Its highly restrictive nature means eliminating
entire food groups for extended periods, which can be difficult to maintain socially and practically.
The initial stages, in particular, require careful meal planning and preparation, which can be time-
consuming and demanding.

Potential side effects can occur, especially during the early stages of the intro phase. These may
include digestive upset, such as bloating, gas, or changes in bowel movements, as the gut
microbiome shifts. Some individuals might experience fatigue, headaches, or mood changes as their
body detoxifies and adapts to the new diet. Nutrient deficiencies are also a concern if the diet is not
well-planned, underscoring the importance of consulting with a knowledgeable healthcare
professional. The cost of purchasing high-quality, organic, and grass-fed ingredients can also be a



barrier for some. Moreover, the elimination of certain food groups can make social eating and dining
out challenging, potentially leading to feelings of isolation.

Who Might Consider the GAPS Diet?

The GAPS diet is typically considered by individuals and families who have exhausted conventional
medical approaches for chronic health conditions, particularly those with a strong suspected link to
gut health. It is often explored by those experiencing a wide spectrum of conditions, including:

e Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): Many parents turn to GAPS hoping to improve
behavioral and communication issues in children with ASD.

e ADHD and Learning Disabilities: Parents and adults with ADHD, dyslexia, and other
learning disorders may seek the diet for cognitive improvements.

¢ Digestive Disorders: Individuals with IBS, IBD (Crohn's disease, ulcerative colitis), leaky gut
syndrome, and persistent bloating or constipation might consider it.

e Neurological and Psychiatric Conditions: Depression, anxiety, schizophrenia, epilepsy, and
other mood and neurological disorders are often targeted.

¢ Autoimmune Diseases: Conditions like rheumatoid arthritis, Hashimoto's thyroiditis, and
multiple sclerosis, where gut health is implicated, are sometimes addressed with GAPS.

e Chronic Fatigue and Allergies: Persistent fatigue, unexplained allergies, and sensitivities
may prompt individuals to explore the GAPS diet.

It is crucial for anyone considering the GAPS diet to do so under the guidance of a qualified
healthcare practitioner, such as a functional medicine doctor, naturopath, or a nutritionist
experienced with the protocol. They can help assess individual needs, monitor progress, and ensure
the diet is implemented safely and effectively.

Comparing the GAPS Diet to Other Gut-Health
Approaches

The GAPS diet is one of many dietary strategies focused on improving gut health. When compared to
other approaches, its intensity and comprehensiveness stand out. For instance, the Paleo diet, which
eliminates grains, legumes, and processed foods, shares some similarities with GAPS but is generally
less restrictive, especially regarding dairy and fermented foods. The Specific Carbohydrate Diet
(SCD), which predates GAPS and inspired many of its principles, also focuses on eliminating complex
carbohydrates and sugars to heal the gut, with a strong emphasis on fermented foods and bone
broth. However, SCD's rules around specific carbohydrates and the exclusion of certain starches can
differ from GAPS.



Other approaches might include the FODMAP diet, which is a short-term elimination diet designed
to identify specific fermentable carbohydrates that trigger digestive symptoms in conditions like IBS.
Unlike GAPS, FODMAP is not intended as a long-term gut-healing protocol but rather as a diagnostic
tool. Additionally, the Mediterranean diet, known for its emphasis on fruits, vegetables, whole
grains, healthy fats, and lean proteins, is generally considered a healthy dietary pattern that
supports gut health through fiber and diverse plant compounds, but it's not typically used as an
intensive therapeutic intervention for severe gut dysbiosis in the way GAPS is. The key differentiator
for GAPS is its structured, multi-stage protocol specifically designed to address a wide range of
neurological and psychological conditions by systematically healing the gut lining and microbiome.

Key Considerations Before Starting the GAPS Diet

Embarking on the GAPS diet is a significant undertaking that requires careful preparation and a
thorough understanding of its demands. Before commencing this intensive dietary protocol, several
key considerations are paramount to ensure it is appropriate for your individual health needs and
lifestyle. Consulting with a healthcare professional experienced in functional medicine or the GAPS
diet itself is highly recommended. They can help determine if the diet aligns with your specific
health goals and medical history, and provide essential guidance throughout the process.

It's important to assess your commitment level, as the diet is very restrictive and requires diligent
adherence, especially during the initial intro stages. This includes planning meals, shopping for
specific ingredients, and preparing food from scratch. Financial considerations are also relevant, as
the emphasis on high-quality, often organic and grass-fed, foods can increase grocery expenses.
Furthermore, understanding the potential for detoxification symptoms and being prepared to
manage them is crucial. Having a strong support system, whether from family, friends, or online
communities, can also make a substantial difference in adhering to the diet and navigating its
challenges. Finally, setting realistic expectations about the timeline for seeing results and being
adaptable to individual responses is essential for a successful journey with the GAPS diet.

Frequently Asked Questions

What exactly is the GAPS diet and what is its main goal?

The GAPS (Gut and Psychology Syndrome) diet is a restrictive elimination diet designed to heal the
gut lining and restore gut health. Its primary goal is to address a wide range of physical and mental
health issues, from digestive disorders like IBS and Crohn's disease to neurological conditions like
autism, ADHD, and depression, by eliminating inflammatory foods and reintroducing nutrient-dense,
easily digestible ones.

What types of foods are typically excluded on the GAPS diet?

The GAPS diet is known for its strict elimination phase. Key foods excluded include grains, refined
sugars, processed foods, starchy vegetables (in the initial stages), dairy (except for fermented forms
later on), legumes, nuts, and seeds, as well as certain oils. The emphasis is on removing potential
gut irritants.



What foods are emphasized and encouraged on the GAPS diet?

The GAPS diet strongly emphasizes foods that are believed to be gut-healing and nutrient-dense.
This includes bone broth, meat and fish, fermented foods (like sauerkraut, kimchi, and kefir), cooked
vegetables (non-starchy initially), fruits (in moderation), and healthy fats (like coconut oil and animal
fats). Probiotic-rich foods are particularly important.

Is there scientific evidence to support the effectiveness of the
GAPS diet?

While the GAPS diet is based on the clinical observations of Dr. Natasha Campbell-McBride and is
popular in alternative health circles, robust, large-scale, peer-reviewed scientific studies specifically
validating the GAPS diet's effectiveness for its claimed conditions are limited. Much of the evidence
is anecdotal or based on smaller case studies. More research is needed to establish clear scientific
backing.

What are the potential benefits of following the GAPS diet?

Proponents of the GAPS diet report benefits such as improved digestion, reduced inflammation,
enhanced mental clarity, better mood, alleviation of allergy symptoms, and a general increase in
energy. These are often attributed to the elimination of gut irritants and the reintroduction of
nutrient-dense, fermented foods that support gut microbiome balance.

What are the potential risks or drawbacks of the GAPS diet?

Due to its highly restrictive nature, the GAPS diet can be challenging to adhere to long-term and
may lead to nutrient deficiencies if not carefully managed. It can be socially isolating, expensive, and
may trigger a 'die-off' reaction as the gut microbiome shifts. It's crucial to undertake the GAPS diet
under the guidance of a healthcare professional to mitigate risks.

Who should consider the GAPS diet, and is it suitable for
everyone?

The GAPS diet is generally considered for individuals with severe digestive issues or neurological
and psychological conditions that haven't responded to conventional treatments. It is not suitable for
everyone, particularly children without severe conditions, pregnant or breastfeeding women, or
individuals with a history of eating disorders. It's strongly recommended to consult with a qualified
healthcare provider or a nutritionist experienced in the GAPS diet before starting.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the efficacy of the GAPS diet, along with their descriptions:

1. Healing the Gut: A GAPS Journey

This book chronicles the personal experience of an individual who followed the GAPS (Gut and
Psychology Syndrome) diet to address chronic health issues. It details the dietary principles, the
challenges encountered, and the significant improvements observed in both physical and mental
well-being. The narrative offers practical advice and insights for others considering or embarking on



the GAPS protocol.

2. Unlocking the Gut-Brain Connection: The GAPS Diet Advantage

This title explores the scientific underpinnings of the gut-brain axis and how the GAPS diet aims to
heal this connection. It delves into how restoring gut health can positively impact neurological and
psychological conditions, presenting research and anecdotal evidence. The book provides a
comprehensive overview of the GAPS diet's therapeutic potential.

3. Nourishing Recovery: The GAPS Diet Explained

This resource serves as a practical guide to understanding and implementing the GAPS diet. It
breaks down the diet's stages, recommended foods, and foods to avoid, emphasizing nutrient-dense,
traditionally prepared meals. The book aims to demystify the process, making it accessible for
individuals seeking to improve their digestive and overall health.

4. The GAPS Diet: A Practical Guide to Gut Healing

Focusing on the actionable aspects of the GAPS diet, this book offers step-by-step instructions for
navigating its introduction and full stages. It includes recipes, shopping lists, and tips for
overcoming common hurdles, such as social situations and picky eating. The emphasis is on
empowering readers with the knowledge and tools to successfully adopt the diet.

5. Beyond Symptoms: Addressing Root Causes with the GAPS Diet

This book takes a deeper dive into the philosophy behind the GAPS diet, advocating for a root-cause
approach to chronic illness. It explains how the diet works to heal the gut lining, balance the
microbiome, and reduce inflammation. The author highlights how this comprehensive approach can
lead to lasting health improvements.

6. Gut Intelligence: The GAPS Diet and Restorative Health

This title explores the concept of "gut intelligence" and how the GAPS diet cultivates a healthier
internal environment. It examines the impact of gut health on immunity, mood, and cognitive
function, presenting the GAPS diet as a powerful tool for unlocking this potential. The book offers
insights into how dietary choices profoundly affect overall well-being.

7. Restoring Balance: The GAPS Diet for Autoimmune Conditions

Specifically addressing the role of the GAPS diet in managing autoimmune diseases, this book
provides a targeted approach to dietary intervention. It outlines how the GAPS diet can help reduce
inflammation, heal the gut, and potentially modulate the immune system. The content is geared
towards individuals seeking natural solutions for autoimmune challenges.

8. The GAPS Protocol: A Comprehensive Handbook for Wellness

This comprehensive handbook offers an in-depth exploration of the GAPS diet, covering its
theoretical framework, practical application, and potential benefits. It includes detailed information
on detoxification, nutrient absorption, and the healing of the gut lining. The book serves as an
authoritative resource for those committed to understanding and implementing the GAPS protocol.

9. Nourish and Flourish: The GAPS Diet Transformation

This book focuses on the transformative power of the GAPS diet, showcasing stories of individuals
who have experienced significant health turnarounds. It emphasizes not just the elimination of
symptoms but the achievement of vibrant health and improved quality of life. The narrative
highlights the potential for deep healing and personal growth through dietary changes.
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