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The Importance of 
Detoxification
Our bodies constantly encounter toxins – far more than ever before in human 
history.1 While your body has built-in detoxification systems that process 
and eliminate toxins, excess exposure can overwhelm these systems and 
contribute to chronic health issues. This guide explains how detoxification 
works and outlines simple ways to support it each day so you can help your 
body manage toxin exposures.

Toxins, Toxicants, and Detoxification
A “toxin” is a substance produced naturally, often by living organisms.2 A 
“toxicant” is a toxic substance produced by humans or introduced into the 
environment by human activities.3 Since the term “toxin” is used more often in daily 
life, we will use it to describe both types of exposures. Detoxification or “detox” is 
the body’s process of breaking down and eliminating toxins and other substances, 
like hormones.

What is the Toxic Body Burden?
The term “toxic body burden” refers to the total quantity of toxins found in 
the body at a given time and reflects both past exposures and ongoing toxin 
accumulation.

A high toxic body burden can tax your body’s detox systems4-6 and is associated 
with chronic health issues.7 Your toxic body burden may include a range of toxins 
commonly found in our environment today, such as pesticides, flame retardants, 
and other persistent organic pollutants (POPs).8,9

Your toxic body burden is linked to: 

	• The amount of toxins that enter your body from internal and external 
sources, like food,10-12 drinking water,13 personal care products,14,15 workplace 
exposures.16-18

	• Your genetics, including variants in genes that affect detoxification.19

	• The amount of detox-supporting nutrients in your diet. Specific foods and 
nutrients support the processes that convert toxins into less harmful forms and 
assist in their elimination.20,21

Symptoms of toxin buildup may occur when you reach your personal limit of 
accumulated toxins and are unable to eliminate them quickly or efficiently. 
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How Your Body Detoxifies
Every day, your brain, lungs, liver, small intestine, large intestine, kidneys, lymphatic 
system, and skin work together to help you detoxify.

Brain:
	• The brain removes some toxins through 
the glymphatic system, which uses 
cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) to eliminate 
toxins.22

	• The blood-brain barrier, cells that surround 
blood vessels in the brain, also support 
detox.23

Liver and 
Gallbladder:
	• The liver processes 
toxins through 
Phases I and II of 
detoxification.24

	• Phase I converts fat-
soluble toxins into 
water-soluble forms.24

	• Phase II further 
processes toxins and 
releases them in bile, 
a fluid made by the 
liver and stored in 
the gallbladder, and 
urine.24

	• The gallbladder 
drains bile-bound 
toxins into the small 
intestine.25

Small and Large Intestines:
	• Small intestine enzymes process toxins.26

	• The large intestine eliminates toxins in 
stool.27,28

	• The gut microbiome is linked to 
detoxification.29

Lymphatic System:
	• The lymphatic system is made up of vessels 
that circulate lymph fluid.35

	• Lymph fluid picks up toxins and filters them 
through lymph nodes.35

Lungs:
	• The lungs contain cilia, tiny hair-like 
projections, that eliminate toxins 
by sweeping them out of the 
airways.30

	• Some toxins are eliminated by 
breathing.31

Kidneys:
	• The kidneys 
filter toxins 
from blood, 
eliminating them 
in the urine.32

	• The kidneys 
remove heavy 
metals, broken-
down hormones, 
and byproducts 
of normal 
bodily proesses, 
including 
ammonia 
from protein 
digestion.33 

Skin:
	• The skin contains 
detoxification 
enzymes.34

	• The skin releases 
toxins such as heavy 
metals and immune 
molecules through 
sweat.34
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Health Conditions Related to Toxin Buildup
A heavy toxic burden is associated with a variety of health conditions, including:

	• Behavioral disorders, such as attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)36 

and autism spectrum disorder (ASD)37,38

	• Blood sugar imbalances39

	• Chemical sensitivities40

	• Fatigue41,42

	• Hormone imbalances43-45

	• Impaired fertility46-49

	• Mood disorders, such as depression and anxiety50-52

	• Muscle aches and weakness53

	• Neurological conditions such as tremors,54 headaches,55 and cognitive decline56

	• Weight gain and obesity57,58

The Bottom Line on Detoxification
While your body has built-in detox systems, supporting your detoxification capacity 
through nutrition and lifestyle practices such as eating a fiber-rich diet, hydration, 
sleep, and physical activity may help your body better manage its toxin load.59 Talk 
with your functional healthcare provider to determine if you could benefit from 
additional detoxification support. 

Simple Ways to Support 
Detoxification:

	• Brain: Physical activity and 
quality sleep are associated 
with brain detoxification via 
the glymphatic system.60-65

	• Lungs: 
Use your kitchen vent fan 
while cooking to reduce 
airborne toxins at home.66,67

	• Liver and 
gallbladder: Eating 
cruciferous vegetables like 
broccoli sprouts is 
associated with healthy liver 
function.68,69

	• Small and large intestines: 
Irregular bowel movements 
are linked to impaired 
detoxification.70,71 Dietary 
fiber supports regular 
bowel movements and is 
associated with reduced 
toxin levels.72-75

	• Kidneys: 
Proper hydration is 
linked to healthy kidney 
function.76,77

	• Skin: Sweating eliminates 
some toxins, such as the 
heavy metals, through the 
skin.78,79

	• Lymphatic system: 
Physical activity is linked 
to lymphatic system 
function.80,81
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