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Why your gut matters - and how everyday food choices help support it

Your digestive tract does much more than break down food. It helps absorb nutrients, supports the immune
system, communicates with the brain, and houses trillions of microorganisms that can influence
inflammation, hormone levels, metabolism, and overall health.

What Is the Gut Microbiome?

The gut microbiome is the community of bacteria, fungi, viruses, and other microorganisms that live primarily in
the large intestine. These organisms help process parts of food that we cannot fully digest on our own and
produce compounds that interact with the cells lining the gut and with the immune system.

A healthy microbiome is not about having one “perfect” type of bacteria. In general, greater microbial variety
and a balanced community are associated with a more resilient gut environment.

Why Gut Health Matters

Nutrient digestion and absorption

The digestive system breaks food into smaller components so vitamins, minerals, amino acids, fatty acids, and
carbohydrates can be absorbed and used throughout the body. Gut microbes also help make or support the
availability of certain nutrients, including some B vitamins and vitamin K.

Immune function

A large portion of the body’s immune activity is closely connected with the digestive tract. The gut lining acts as
a barrier, allowing nutrients through while limiting the passage of unwanted substances. The microbiome also
helps “train” and regulate immune responses.

Inflammation

When the gut environment is healthy, beneficial microbes and the intestinal barrier can help support a balanced
immune response. When the microbiome becomes disrupted (dysbiosis) or the gut barrier is impaired,
inflammatory signals may increase. Over time, chronic low-grade inflammation is associated with many age-
related health concerns.

The gut-brain connection

The gut and brain communicate through nerves, hormones, immune signals, and microbial byproducts. This
gut-brain axis is one reason digestive health can be connected with mood, stress responses, appetite, and
sleep.

Metabolic health

Gut microbes influence how some foods are processed and how certain compounds affect blood sugar, fat
metabolism, and appetite. The microbiome is one piece of a much larger metabolic-health picture that also
includes diet quality, movement, sleep, genetics, and other factors.
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Food Is One of the Strongest Daily Influences on the Microbiome

What we eat provides fuel not only for us, but also for the microbes living in the colon. Different microorganisms
prefer different food components. A varied, plant-rich diet therefore helps feed a wider range of beneficial

microbes.
Foods That Help Support Microbial Diversity Foods to Limit More Often
® \Vegetables of many colors ® Highly processed foods, eaten frequently
¢ Fruit, especially berries and whole fruit e Diets very low in fiber and plant foods
® Beans, lentils, and peas e | arge amounts of added sugar

* \Whole grains such as oats, barley, and brownrice ® Frequent intake of heavily refined snacks and

¢ Nuts and seeds desserts

e Herbs and spices ¢ Excessive alcohol

® Fermented foods such as yogurt, kefir, sauerkraut, * Avery repetitive diet with little food variety

kimchi, and some hard cheeses.

® Foods naturally high in prebiotic fibers, such as
onions, garlic, leeks, asparagus, oats, and legumes

Fiber: Food for Your Gut Microbes

Many fibers pass through the small intestine without being completely digested. When they reach the colon, gut
microbes ferment them, producing short-chain fatty acids, including butyrate. These compounds help nourish
cells in the colon, maintain the intestinal barrier, and regulate inflammation.

Different fibers feed different microbes, which is why variety matters. Rather than relying on one “superfood,”
aim to eat many different plant foods over the course of the week.

Prebiotics and Probiotics: What Is the Difference?

Prebiotics Probiotics

Fibers and other compounds that feed beneficial Live microorganisms are found in some fermented

microbes. Examples include onions, garlic, oats, foods and supplements. Food sources can include

beans, asparagus, and bananas. yogurt with live cultures, kefir, kimchi, and
sauerkraut.
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When Are Prebiotic or Probiotic Supplements Helpful?

Most people do not need a probiotic or prebiotic supplement to support a healthier gut microbiome. A varied,
fiber-rich diet and regular intake of fermented foods, when tolerated, are good first steps. Supplements may be
useful in certain situations, but the right product depends on the reason for use.

Prebiotic supplements Probiotic supplements

May help increase fermentable fiber when food May be considered for a specific purpose, such as
intake is insufficient or when a gradual, targeted supporting the gut during or after certain antibiotic
increase in fiber is desired. Examples include courses or for some digestive concerns. Benefits are
psyllium, inulin, partially hydrolyzed guar gum, and strain-specific, so one probiotic is not automatically
other fermentable fibers. interchangeable with another.

Start slowly. Increasing fermentable fiber too quickly | More is not always better. Choose products with
can cause gas, bloating, or changes in bowel habits. | clearly identified strains and a reason for use rather
than simply the highest number of organisms.

People with significant digestive symptoms, serious illness, a weakened immune system, or complex medical
conditions should discuss probiotic or prebiotic supplements with an appropriate healthcare professional
before starting them. If a supplement increases bloating, pain, diarrhea, constipation, or other symptoms, it
should be reassessed rather than automatically continued.

A Simple Goal: Eat More Variety

One practical way to support the microbiome is to increase the number and variety of plant foods you eat.
Plants include vegetables, fruits, beans, lentils, whole grains, nuts, seeds, herbs, and spices. Even small
amounts count toward variety.

v Start by adding one extra vegetable or fruit each day.

v Choose beans or lentils several times each week.

v Rotate your produce instead of buying the same few items every week.

v Add nuts, seeds, herbs, and spices to meals for easy plant variety.

v Swap some refined grains (white rice, bread, pasta) for oats, barley, brown rice, or other whole grains.
v If tolerated, include fermented foods regularly.

v Increase fiber gradually and drink adequate fluids, especially if your current diet is low in fiber.

The Bigger Picture

Gut health is influenced by more than food. Regular physical activity, adequate sleep, stress management,
hydration, appropriate medication use, and time spent outdoors or in varied environments can also affect
digestive and overall health. The goal is not perfection. Consistent, realistic habits that support a diverse diet
and healthy lifestyle are more useful than restrictive “gut cleanses” or extreme diets.
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Bottom Line

A healthier gut is supported by diversity - both in the microbes that live there and in the foods that feed
them. Eating a wide variety of fiber-rich plant foods, along with adequate protein and minimally processed
foods, can help support nutrient absorption, immune balance, intestinal barrier health, and a healthier
inflammatory response.

Educational note: This handout provides general nutrition and lifestyle education and is not intended to diagnose or treat disease or

replace individualized medical care.
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