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Abstract

Emerging evidence supports that the gut microbiome, reconsidered as a new
organ in the human body, can not only affect the local gut, but also communicate
with the brain via multiple pathways related to neuroendocrine, immune, and
neural pathways, thereby proposing the new concept of the microbiome-gut-brain
(MGB) axis. Recently, the role of short-chain fatty acids (SCFAs), which are the
main anaerobic fermented metabolites of the gut microbiota in the MGB axis, has
garnered significant attention. SCFAs are involved in a broad range of central
neurological diseases, including neurodegenerative diseases, cerebral vascular
diseases, epilepsy, neuroimmune inflammatory diseases, and mood disorders.
However, the underlying mechanism of SCFA-related distant organ crosstalk is
yet to be elucidated. Herein, we summarize current knowledge regarding
interactions between SCFAs and the MGB axis, as well as their protective effects
against central neurological diseases.

Key Words: Gut-brain axis; Short-chain fatty acids; Neurological disease; Microbiome-gut-
brain
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Core Tip: Recently, emerging evidence suggests that short-chain fatty acids (SCFAs) exert crucial
functions on the brain. The levels of SCFAs can change in many neurological disorders such as
Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s disease, autism spectrum disorder, major depressive disorder, stroke,
epilepsy, multiple sclerosis, and so on. Meanwhile, SCFAs might play a role in the pathogenesis of these
diseases. In this review, we outline possible pathways of microbiota—gut—brain (MGB) axis, the
interactions between SCFAs and MGB axis, as well as their relationships with different central
neurological diseases, which helps to better understand the biological roles of SCFAs in neurological
disorders via MGB axis and shed light on potential therapeutic approaches for these neurological
disorders.
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INTRODUCTION

Microbes have existed on earth for hundreds of millions of years. However, it was not until 2000 that
Lederberg first proposed the concept of “microbiota” and revealed its possible relationship with human
diseases[1]. Henceforth, intestinal microbes, which have often been disregarded, but are currently
regarded as a special organ of the human body, have become a research hotspot. It has been conser-
vatively estimated that the gut contains more than 500 types of bacteria, over 10 trillion cells, i.e., 1.3
times more microbes than the human body, and constitute > 99% of the genes in our body[2-4]. It is
fundamental to many physiological processes, including immunity, defense, digestion, and metabolism.

Over the past two decades, with the advancement of gene sequencing technology and the
development of powerful bioinformatics analysis tools, researchers have gained a more comprehensive
understanding of the role of intestinal flora in the development of human diseases. In addition, the
scope of research has extended from digestive diseases to diseases of other systems such as the central
nervous system (CNS). Recently, emerging evidence suggests a bidirectional interaction between
intestinal microbiota and the brain. This crosstalk, known as the microbiota-gut-brain (MGB) axis,
appears to be vital to many neurological diseases[5,6].

Short-chain fatty acids (SCFAs), primarily comprising acetate, propionate, and butyrate, are major
microbial metabolites produced in the colony by the bacterial fermentation of specific dietary fibers, and
they primarily serve as energy suppliers for colonocytes. Recently, many studies have supported the
crucial function of SCFAs in the brain. Studies have shown that the levels of SCFAs change in many
neurological diseases, including neurodegenerative diseases [Parkinson’s disease (PD), Alzheimer’s
disease (AD), cerebral vascular diseases (stroke, transient ischemic attack, epilepsy, neuroimmune
inflammatory diseases (multiple sclerosis, MS), neuromyelitis optical spectrum disorders (NMOSDs),
and mood disorders [autism spectrum disorder (ASD), major depressive disorder (MDD)], which all
imply that SCFAs might be vital to MGB axis communication[7]. Herein, we outline possible pathways
of the MGB axis and illustrate the interactions between SCFAs and the MGB axis, as well as their
relationships in different CNS diseases.

MGB AXIS AND SCFAs

An increasing number of studies indicated that multiple direct and indirect pathways involving
immune, neural, and humoral signaling exist, through which the gut microbiota can modulate the MGB
axis and vice versa. Downward, the CNS can modulate the release of satiety peptides, affect the
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, autonomic nervous system, and body immune system,
thereby ultimately altering the state of intestinal epithelial cells and change the intestinal function.
Conversely, the gut microbiota may affect the brain upward via the following mechanisms[4]: (1) The
neural pathway: Some gut microbes can produce neuroactive metabolites (e.g., SCFAs) and neurotrans-
mitters (e.g., GABA), and over 90% of 5-hydroxytryptamine (5-HT) is synthesized by enterochromaffin
cells (EC). These microbial productions can be released into the blood circulation, pass through the
blood-brain barrier (BBB), or activate other pathways, ultimately affecting neural function. The enteric
nervous system (ENS) can directly communicate with the spinal cord and brain through the vagus
nerve; (2) Endocrine pathway: The gut microbiota can regulate the HPA axis participating in stress
responses. In addition, EC cells can synthesize hormones (e.g., peptide YY) that are involved in the
modulation of eating, affecting either the hypothalamic centers of appetite control or indirectly affecting
the vagal-brainstem-hypothalamic pathway; and (3) Immune pathway: The gastrointestinal tract has the
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densest concentration of immune cells and can release cytokines and chemokines that can infiltrate the
blood and lymphatic systems, or affect neural messages carried by the vagal and spinal afferent neurons
to the brain. Furthermore, gut microbiota can affect neuroinflammation via bacterial metabolite-
mediated mechanisms, likely via SCFAs.

SCFAs are small organic monocarboxylic acids with a chain length of carbon atoms of less than six, of
which more than 95% of them are acetate, propionate, and butyrate. The majority of SCFAs, reaching up
to 50 to 200 mmol/L in the large intestine, are produced by the microbiota through the anaerobic
fermentation of indigestible dietary fibers or resistant starch. Only a small proportion of SCFAs is
acquired by the consumption of fermented foods[5,8]. The content of SCFAs in human feces is approx-
imately 60 g/kg for acetic acid, 10-20 g/kg for propionic acid[9], and 3.5-32.6 g/kg for butyric acid[10],
with a ratio of 60:20:20[11]. The exact levels of SCFAs vary among different individuals depending on
the composition of the microbiota and the amount of complex carbohydrates in the diet. SCFAs, partic-
ularly butyrate, are absorbed by the colonic epithelium via monocarboxylate transporters (MCTs) and
provide energy for the colon. SCFAs can cross the BBB, possibly owing to the abundant expression of
MCTs in intracranial endothelial cells[12]. The remaining SCFAs are primarily utilized by hepatocytes,
resulting in only a small fraction of SCFAs released in circulation, with concentrations of 1-15 pM for
propionate and butyrate, and 100-200 pM for acetate in circulation[11].

In addition to their local protective effects on the gut, including enhancing gut motility and gut
barrier integrity, SCFAs exhibit promising performance in the MGB axis. It has been reported that
SCFAs function in the brain via two major cellular mechanisms. One is to bind to and activate G protein-
coupled receptors, of which GPR43 and GPR41, which were later renamed as free fatty acid receptor 2
(FFAR2) and FFARS, respectively, are the most investigated mechanisms. They are broadly expressed in
the gastrointestinal mucosa and immune system[13]. FFAR3 has been shown to be highly expressed in
brain tissue and the BBB[14], based on the finding that all three major SCFAs exist in the cerebrospinal
fluid, although their concentrations were relatively low[15]. Another mechanism is to induce histone
deacetylase (HDAC) inhibitory effects, with butyrate being the most potent inhibitor of class I and Ila
HDACs[16]. Research has shown that the effects of SCFAs on HDACs are dose dependent. It is widely
accepted that HDACs are involved in brain development and various neuropsychiatric diseases.
Furthermore, SCFAs can interact with the brain through the three major MGB axis pathways mentioned
above. SCFAs can interact with the neural pathway by reinforcing BBB integrity[17], affecting levels of
neurotrophic factors[18], promoting serotonin biosynthesis[19], or directly activating vagal afferent[20].
Furthermore, SCFAs can promote the endocrine pathway by modulating the secretion of peptide YY
and glucagonlike peptide 1[21]. Additionally, SCFAs can interfere with the immune pathway by directly
affecting immune cells and immune modulators to maintain homeostasis. SCFAs can regulate the differ-
entiation, recruitment, and activation of systemic inflammatory cells, including neutrophils, dendritic
cells, macrophages, monocytes, and T cells[22,23], thereby affecting systemic inflammation as well as
the microglial structure, maturation, and activation involved in neuroimmunity[24,25].

In summary, SCFAs might directly or indirectly communicate along the MGB axis by activating GPRs
or inhibiting HDACs. They can enter the bloodstream, activate the vagus pathway, facilitate the
secretion of other hormones or neurotransmitters, interfere with the immune response, and finally
participate in neuropathologies.

SCFAs AND NEURODEGENERATIVE DISEASES

AD is the most typical form of dementia among member of the older population. Recently, emerging
evidence has shown that the gut microbiota participates in the pathophysiology of AD and exhibits a
different composition in AD patients[26,27]. In 2019, an oral drug that affects reconditioned gut
microbiota received its first approval in China for the treatment of mild to moderate AD to improve
cognitive function. In this context, the roles of SCFAs in AD have garnered significant attention. A
recent small sample, randomized, double-blind, pilot study in an AD group showed that the modified
Mediterranean-ketogenic diet might alleviate AD symptoms by modulating SCFAs (reducing fecal
lactate and acetate while increasing propionate and butyrate) as well as improved AD biomarkers in
cerebral spinal fluid[28]. An animal study by Zhang et al[29] in APP/PS1 transgenic AD mice showed
that the concentrations of butyric acid were lower in both feces and the brain, whereas the abundance of
Butyricicoccus pullicaecorum, a butyrate producer, decreased, which may compromise cognitive decline in
AD. Consistent with this, a study by Govindarajan et al[30] showed that treatment involving butyrate
can improve memory impairment in AD mice even when administered at an advanced stage of
pathology; this is attributable to its role in HDAC inhibition. Similarly, acetate was shown to be
neuroprotective and exert an anti-neuroinflammatory effect in AD mice, likely via the upregulation of
GPR41 and suppression of the ERK/JNK/NF-kappaB pathway[31]. Certain SCFAs, particularly valeric
acid, butyric acid, and propionic acid, can interfere with initial protein-protein interactions in vitro,
which are necessary for the formation of toxic soluble Ap aggregates[32].

PD is the second most typical neurodegenerative disorder; it is clinically characterized by motor
systems and non-motor symptoms, and pathogenetically characterized by the aggregation of Lewy
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bodies in the nervous system. The role of gut microbiota in PD has been investigated extensively and
promising results have been obtained; researchers hypothesized that the pathological process in PD may
spread from the gut to the brain[33]. It is widely accepted that the gut microbiota composition differs
between patients with PD and healthy individuals, and target the gut microbiota could be a promising
strategy for PD[34]. Emerging evidence indicates that SCFAs are crucial for correlating PD and the gut
within the enteric nervous system. A recent study showed that fecal SCFA concentrations, as well as
populations of SCFA-producing microbiota reduced significantly in PD patients compared with controls
[35-39]; this will induce alterations in the ENS and contribute to gastrointestinal dysmotility in PD
patients with digestive symptoms, such as constipation[40]. In addition, Shin[41] et al measured the
plasma concentrations of SCFAs in PD patients and controls; they discovered that the acetic acid
concentration was higher in the PD group and was positively correlated with age, whereas the
propionic acid concentration was negatively correlated with the UPDRS part III score and use of
entacapone. Meanwhile, the butyric acid concentration was correlated with the inhibitor and antich-
olinergic usages of monoamine oxidase. A-synuclein (aSyn) aggregation is regarded as critical in PD
development. An animal study in an alpha-synuclein-overexpressing (ASO) mouse model of PD
showed that SCFA-gavage ASO mice displayed significantly impaired performance in several motor
tasks, and that aSyn aggregated more seriously in the brain compared with in untreated mice, possibly
owing to the promotion of the microglial morphology to a more active status within affected brain
regions[25]. Additionally, sodium butyrate might have caused a-synuclein degradation via an Atg5-
dependent and PI3K/Akt/mTOR-related autophagy pathway. In an in vitro model of PD, propionic
acid was suggested as a potential therapy for rotenone toxicity in PD.

Moreover, butyrate has been discovered in an animal model of Huntington’s disease to protect
against neurotoxicity, resulting in improved motor performance by deacetylase inhibition.

These results imply the potential significance of SCFAs in the onset and development of neurodegen-
erative diseases and provide a new perspective for their future treatment.

SCFAs AND CEREBRAL VASCULAR DISEASES

Stroke is the second leading cause of death worldwide, and options for its treatment remain limited.
Overwhelming evidence suggests that the gut microbiome is significantly associated with most of its
modifiable risk factors, those that are associated with atherosclerosis, including hypertension, hyperlip-
idemia, diabetes, and obesity. Studies have revealed that stroke and transient ischemic attack (TIA)
patients showed significant changes in gut microbial diversity (an increased abundance of Akkermansia
muciniphila and an excessive abundance of clostridial species), the abundance of opportunistic
pathogens, such as Enterobacter, Megasphaera, Oscillibacter, and Desulfovibrio were increased in
stroke and TIA patients, and the commensal or beneficial genera including Bacteroides, Prevotella, and
Faecalibacterium were decreased[42,43]. The levels of SCFAs changed after stroke, although the results
were inconsistent[44-46]. Sun et al[47] discovered that the concentration of butyric acid decreased after
stroke, whereas Li et al[46] and Dragana et al[42] presented the opposite conclusion. However, SCFAs
were considered to be beneficial products in most studies. Sun et al[47] indicated that the oral gavage of
Clostridium butyricum can attenuate cerebral ischemic-reperfusion injury and neuronal apoptosis by
regulating the composition of intestinal microflora and restoring cerebral ischemic-reperfusion induced
decreases of fecal microbiota diversity in diabetic mice. Additionally, the transplant of fecal microbiota
rich in SCFAs, particularly butyric acid, exhibited protective effects in a rat model of middle cerebral
artery occlusion, and alleviated post-stroke neurological deficits in aged stroke mice[44]. These
functions might be related to their role in modulating the immune system. A recent study identified that
SCFAs improved post-stroke recovery by altering contralesional cortex connectivity and changing
synapse densities after stroke, which might be associated with their effect on the recruitment of T cells to
the infarcted brain and the corresponding microglial activation[48]. However, studies regarding the
association between cerebral vascular diseases and SCFAs are limited, most of which are focused on
ischemic stroke and completed in animal models. High-quality clinical studies pertaining to its roles in
chronic vascular diseases, such as small vessel diseases or vascular dementia, should be further invest-
igated.

SCFAs AND EPILEPSY

Epilepsy is a chronic brain condition characterized by persistent unprovoked seizures caused by the
abnormal function of the CNS due to the excessive and synchronous discharge of neurons. More than 50
million individuals worldwide are affected by epilepsy, and this can result in cognitive decline and
depression in the patients. Recent clinical studies have confirmed that the intestinal flora of patients
with epilepsy differs from that of normal individuals. Fusobacteria phylum, Proteobacteria phylum and
the genera of Campylobacter, Delftia, Haemophilus, Lautropia, Neisseria among Proteobacteria phylum
were found to be higher in patients compared with the healthy persons[49]. Similarly, in an animal
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model of epilepsy, it has been confirmed that a ketogenic diet exerts an anti-epileptic effect by changing
the composition of gut microbiota, consequently resulting in increased expression of GABA in the
hippocampus of mice. The transplantation of feces from epileptic mice with ketogenic diet intervention
in the normal diet group can reduce the frequency of seizures[50]. However, studies regarding the role
of gut microbiota in epilepsy remain limited, and most of them are related to treatment through a
ketogenic diet[51]. Their roles in epilepsy are likely to be optimistic. A previous study based on a mouse
vascular dementia model showed that injection with Clostridium butyricum significantly reduced
cognitive impairment and histopathological changes in the hippocampus of mice by regulating the gut-
brain axis, Clostridium butyricum increased the levels of BDNF and Bcl-2 but decreased level of Bax and
induced Akt phosphorylation, ultimately reduced neuronal apoptosis[52]. Furthermore, SCFAs reversed
functional abnormalities in the mitochondrial respiratory chain complex in the prefrontal cortex,
hippocampus, striatum, and amygdala regions of rats in manic animal models, as well as reversed
depressive and manic behaviors which was associated with histone deacetylase inhibition[53]. The
studies above indirectly indicated that SCFAs can affect the anatomical structure associated closely with
epilepsy. Hence, further studies regarding the relationship between SCFAs and epilepsy are warranted.

SCFAs AND NEUROIMMUNE INFLAMMATORY DISEASES

MS is a chronic T cell-mediated autoimmune disease of the CNS that is characterized by demyelination
and axonal damage in the brain and spinal cord. Recently, gut microbiota has received increasing
attention in regard to their roles in the development of MS, as well as SCFAs[54]. It was discovered that
fecal levels of SCFAs (acetate, propionate, and butyrate) reduced in a Chinese cohort study of MS
compared to health controls, corresponding to their alterations in blood circulation[55,56]. SCFAs have
been shown to exert anti-inflammatory effects in MS, possibly by interfering with T cell differentiation
[57]. Specifically, oral treatment with SCFAs ameliorated the symptoms of experimental autoimmune
encephalomyelitis (EAE), i.e., the most typically used animal model of MS, and reduced axonal damage
by suppressing the differentiation of pro-inflammatory Th17 cells, while promoting differentiation of
anti-inflammatory Tregs[58,59]. Similarly, another experiment that treated ordinary EAE mice with fecal
samples from those rich in SCFAs resulted in better EAE clinical scores[60]. Moreover, butyrate might
alleviate CNS demyelination and promote remyelination by facilitating oligodendrocyte maturation and
differentiation[61]. Acetate supplementation is assumed to increase histone acetylation by inducing
more acetyl-CoA metabolism, resulting in preserved spinal cord lipid content and reduced clinical
symptoms of EAE[62]. A similar finding has been discovered in NMOSDs, which are characterized by
severe immune-mediated demyelination and axonal damage predominantly affecting the optic and
spinal cord nerves[63].

A recent study demonstrated that levels of SCFAs reduced in patients with anti-leucine-rich glioma-
inactivated 1 encephalitis[64], which is a rare autoimmune encephalitis, related to a group of immune-
mediated inflammatory neurological diseases with antibodies against CNS components, characterized
by subacute disturbances of memory, behavior, mood, and seizures. Compared to health controls, the
anti-leucine-rich glioma-inactivated 1 encephalitis patients exhibited a decreased microbial diversity
and an altered composition of gut microbiome, the Faecalibacterium, Roseburia, Lachnospira, Ruminococcus,
and Blautia, which had the ability to produce SCFAs, were obviously reduced in the patient group.
However, more studies are warranted to explore the relationships or internal mechanisms between gut
microbiota and anti-leucine-rich glioma-inactivated 1 encephalitis.

As both microbiota and its metabolites SCFAs have been widely proven to be associated closely to the
immune system, we can expect their application in future immune-modulating therapy.

SCFAs AND MOOD DISORDER

ASD is collectively referred to as autism, Asperger’s syndrome, and pervasive developmental disorder.
It is characterized by impairment in communication skills, as well as repetitive or restrictive patterns in
behavior, interests, and activities. The results of the relationship between SCFAs and ASD are contro-
versial. In a clinical study, the concentrations of fecal acetic, butyric, iso-butyric, valeric and isovaleric
acids except for caproic acid were all significantly higher in children with ASD compared with controls,
which indicated that the fermentation products were associated with the occurrence and progress of
ASD[65]. However, a recent study reported that children with ASD had lower fecal acetate and butyrate
levels, but higher fecal valeric acid level than the controls, which was related with the altered
composition of the gut microbiota in ASD individuals, the abundances of butyrate-producing taxa
(Ruminococcaceae, Eubacterium, Lachnospiraceae and Erysipelotrichaceae) were decreased and the
abundance of valeric acid associated bacteria (Acidobacteria) was increased in autistic individuals[66].
Rats treated with propionic acid showed restricted interest and impaired social behavior, as observed in
ASD[67]. Therefore, it can be speculated that the pathogenesis of ASD might be caused by the overpro-
duction of propionate by gut microbiota[67]. The modulate of gut microbiota might be a promising

WJCC | https://www.wjgnet.com 1758 February 26,2022 | Volume10 | Issue6 |



BBB <

Cytokines

Guo C et al. SCFAs in gut-brain axis

Microglia/'

0

Astrocyte

. Vagus
Systemic

circulation

chemokines
Transmitters
5-HT
GABA
| | |
Gut epithelium o \EnergJ \ Qo \‘O 1 o

Lumen

Acetate
SCFAs Propionate
Butyrate
Dietary fiber 3
5 ‘/9,% Gut microbiota
52 %,
oo %

1 % Aﬁcfo b/Ota\ V\‘\C(

Figure 1 Effects of short-chain fatty acids in the microbiome-gut-brain axis. SCFAs: Short-chain fatty acids; MCT: Monocarboxylate transporters;
BBB: Blood-brain barrier; EC: Enterochromaffin cells.

Jaishideng®

WJCC | https://www.wjgnet.com

method for the treatment of ASD.

MDD is the most typical mental disorder among the disabilities worldwide. A clinical study had
shown that fecal SCFA levels decreased in patients with depression although the size of groups in this
clinical study is small and more participants are needed[68]. Similarly, in an animal study, three major
fecal SCFAs (acetic acid, propionic acid and pentanoic acid) in the hypothalamus were discovered to be
lower in depressed mice than in control mice[69]. Recently, it was reported that high-dietary fiber
significantly attenuated depressive symptoms in maternal mice after weaning offspring by elevating the
formation of SCFAs[70]. These studies indicate that SCFAs might be vital to the pathogenesis of MDD
and may be a possible treatment strategy for MDD in the future.

CONCLUSION

Explosive basic and clinical studies have implicated gut microbiota dysbiosis and SCFAs to play critical
roles in various neurological diseases (Figure 1). Despite the low levels of SCFA in peripheral
circulation, they may actively interact with the MGB axis involving various biological processes by
binding to GRPs or by inhibiting HDAC. In addition, they may interfere with immune response,
exerting anti-inflammatory functions, or activate the vagus nerve and finally communicate with the
brain. It is proposed that the fecal SCFA levels are decreased in most neurological disorders; this may be
related to the intracranial pathology. These promising results also suggest their potential protective
roles in CNS diseases, and SCFAs supplementation may be anticipated as an effective therapy in the
future. An earlier systematic review summarized the human randomized clinical trials regarding the
effects of gut microbiota shaping on cognitive functions, including probiotics, prebiotics, synbiotics, and
fecal microbiota transplant (FMT). The results showed that probiotic supplementation and FMT could
improve cognitive functions in subjects, irrespective of their health; however, supplementation with
prebiotics in unhealthy subjects did not provide any cognitive improvement[71]. Most studies are
descriptive research. Most current results are revealed in animal studies, and the remaining small
number of clinical studies generally include small sample sizes, resulting in a low-level evidence.
Relatively few studies are published in the field of epilepsy and certain other fields, such as chronic
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vascular diseases, that are also speculated to be possibly related to microbiota dysbiosis. Moreover, most
studies are elucidated around the trends of SCFAs in specified neurological diseases, whereas deeper
linking or mechanisms between SCFAs and the brain are still ambiguous. Further, larger samples of
clinical studies and basic mechanism research are urgently warranted.
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