Gastrointestinal (Gl) dysfunction is very common in Myalgic Encephalomyelitis (ME)
and is now understood as part of the systemic, neuro-immune and autonomic
dysfunction of the disease—not a separate or “functional” problem.

Key mechanisms in ME:

* Autonomic nervous system dysfunction (dysautonomia): Impaired vagal and
sympathetic control slows or disrupts gut motility > nausea, gastroparesis-like
symptoms, bloating, constipation or diarrhea.

* Reduced blood flow (splanchnic hypoperfusion): Just as the brain experiences
hypoperfusion in ME, the gut can too, impairing digestion, absorption, and barrier
integrity—often worsening after exertion or upright posture.

* Neuro-immune activation & inflammation:mLow-grade immune activation affects the
enteric nervous system (“the second brain”), contributing to pain, hypersensitivity, and
abnormal motility.

* Gut barrier dysfunction & microbiome changes: Increased intestinal permeability
(“leaky gut”) and altered microbiota are frequently reported, potentially amplifying
systemic inflammation and post-exertional Neuroimmune exhaustion (PENE).

* Abnormal energy metabolism: Gl smooth muscle and enteric neurons are energy-
dependent; mitochondrial dysfunction in ME can directly impair gut function.

Common Gl symptoms in ME:

* Early satiety, nausea, reflux

* Abdominal pain, bloating

* Alternating constipation and diarrhea

* Food intolerances

* Worsening symptoms after exertion or PENE

Important distinction: While symptoms may resemble IBS, Gl dysfunction in ME is
driven by neurological, vascular, and immune pathology, not stress or anxiety.

Why eating can worsen PENE

1. Blood flow is diverted away from the brain. Digestion requires increased blood flow to
the gut. In ME, where global hypoperfusion already exists, this “steal” effect can
worsen:

* brain fog

* dizziness



* headache
* weakness. (This is especially noticeable when upright or after larger meals.)

2. Autonomic nervous system overload. Digestion depends on parasympathetic (vagal)
activation. In ME, autonomic switching is impaired, leading to:

* nausea

* gut slowing or cramping

* heart rate instability

* post-meal crashes resembling PENE

3. Cellular energy demand exceeds supply. Digestive processes (enzyme production,
motility, absorption) are ATP-intensive. With mitochondrial dysfunction and impaired
oxidative metabolism in ME, this demand can tip the system into PENE.

4. Immune activation from food exposure. Increased gut permeability and altered
microbiota can trigger immune signaling after meals, amplifying inflammation and
neuroimmune symptoms—oparticularly after trigger foods.

5. Glucose and insulin instability. Abnormal glucose handling in ME can cause post-
prandial:

* fatigue

* tremor

* cognitive worsening even without diabetes.
ME-appropriate management strategies

(These are pacing-based, not “push through” strategies)
Eating pattern

* Small, frequent meals instead of large ones

* Eat lying down or semi-reclined when symptomatic

* Avoid eating just before or after exertion (including showering or appointments)
* Allow rest time after meals as part of pacing

Food composition

* Prioritize easy-to-digest proteins and simple foods

* Reduce:

* very high-fat meals



* large carbohydrate loads

* highly processed foods

* |dentify and avoid personal trigger foods (not elimination dieting unless necessary)
Autonomic support

* Adequate hydration and electrolytes (especially if POTS/Ol present)

* Gentle warmth to the abdomen may help motility

* Compression garments can reduce post-meal pooling in some patients
Gut protection

* Avoid NSAIDs on an empty stomach if possible

* Treat reflux, gastroparesis, or constipation proactively (ME-aware clinician)
* Go slowly with probiotics—some worsen symptoms

Energy pacing reframing

* Eating counts as exertion in ME

* A post-meal crash is not deconditioning—it is nheuroimmune overload

* Plan fewer cognitive or physical demands around meals

Key takeaway

In ME, food is not just fuel—it is a biological stressor. Managing meals with the same
care as physical or cognitive exertion is a legitimate and necessary pacing strategy.
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