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“All disease begins in the gut.” Hippocrates
1.	Take probiotics
every day
2.	Stay hydrated
3.	Get off the couch
4.	Limit processed foods
and eat more fibre
5.	Chew slowly
6. Limit alcohol
7.	Manage stress

More than 2000 years ago, Hippocrates, the “Father of
Medicine” made this statement. His words of wisdom are
especially relevant today. Modern research continues to affirm
gut health is critical to general health. In fact, the gut is being
referred to as our ‘second brain’.
Poor gut health is not only linked to gastrointestinal problems,
but serious diseases like diabetes, autoimmune disorders,
arthritis, depression and chronic fatigue syndrome. Many
diseases that may seem totally unrelated to the gut – such
as eczema - may actually be caused by gut problems. The
gut contains 70% of the body’s immune system, and the gut
microbiota plays a major role in immune health.
Take a few minutes to watch this fantastic TEDx talk by Jeroen
Raes, “The gut flora: You and your 100 trillion friends.”

8.	Regular sleep

Did you know your gut actually
contains more neurotransmitters
than your brain?

Your digestive system is at the centre of your wellbeing and
is involved in so many vital processes. It is responsible for
converting food into simple nutrients and delivering them to
the body via the bloodstream.
Your digestive system plays a big role in regulating hormones
and excreting toxins, so keeping a healthy balance of good
bugs in your intestine is critical to good gut health.
Digestion starts in the mouth, as saliva begins to break down
the food you chew. The stomach, small intestine, pancreas,
liver and large intestine all play their own role in digestion.
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What is your gut

TELLING YOU?
Many Australians live with symptoms of poor digestive health every day.
A healthy, well functioning digestive system provides protection from
infection, regulates metabolism, and gives you more energy and vitality.
Bright eyes, clear skin and healthy nails are also indicators that
nutrients are being properly absorbed through the digestive tract.

On the flip side, an unhealthy digestive system can
cause discomfort, bloating, irregularity, irritable bowel
syndrome, constipation or diarrhoea.
Australia has one of the highest rates of bowel cancer in
the world. Almost 15,000 Australians are diagnosed with
bowel cancer each year. Scarily, bowel cancer is the also
the second most common cause of cancer-related death
in Australia (Source: Bowel Cancer Australia).
While the exact cause of bowel cancer is not known,
lifestyle factors such as poor diet, alcohol, lack of
exercise and smoking can increase the chance of
developing the disease. Follow the gut health tips in this
E-book and do your part to maintain a healthy and wellfunctioning digestive system.
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Did you know?

There are 100 trillion cells in your gut. If the
intestines were opened and spread out, they
would cover a tennis court!
The large intestine is the main reservoir for
bacteria that play an important role in healthy
digestion. These bacteria are called the
intestinal microbiota, or ‘gut flora’.
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Consider these

8 recommended steps
to improve your gut health:

1. Restore your gut with probiotics

Probiotics are a huge interest of mine, and an area I believe has so much potential for future scientific
interest and discovery. I also believe it is a very misunderstood area - so I’ve put together some details to
clarify some of the most common questions.

What are probiotics?

Probiotics are living bacteria present throughout the human intestinal tract, (with largest quantities in the
colon), and are essential to life. The word probiotic means “for life” in Latin.

Probiotics are defined by the World Health Organisation as “live
microorganisms which, when administered in adequate amounts, confer
a health benefit on the host.“

Key things to remember:

1. Probiotics taken as

supplements or in foods need
to be alive at the time of
ingestion. The most common
probiotic organisms available
are bacteria belonging
to the Lactobacillus and
Bifidobacterium genera. They
must also survive the transit
through the gastrointestinal
tract to reach the colon where
most exert their effect. Some
supplements aid this process
by using special coatings to
protect the probiotic bacteria.

2.

 robiotics need to be
P
ingested in amounts high
enough to cause an effect.
The recommended dosage
is closely linked to the
clinical documentation
supporting each strain.
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3.

 articular strains of
P
probiotics may have
different beneficial effects
in the body. For example
some are known to support
digestive health (regularity
and bloating), and others
support immune health. As
research grows, probiotics
will become increasingly
specific for the condition.
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What are the benefits of
probiotics?

What are the specific strains and
why are they important?

Probiotics help to restore the balance of ‘good
bacteria’ in the intestines, and maintain a healthy
gut. They can help combat bloating, gas and
discomfort caused by overgrowth of yeasts or ‘bad’
bacteria. They also produce specific fatty acids that
feed the cells lining the gut keeping them healthy,

Probiotics are identified at three levels: their genus
(e.g. Bifidobacterium), species (e.g. animalis) and
strain (e.g BB-12®). Strains within a species differ
from one another genetically, and with regard to
functional properties.

and boost our immune function.

Look for yoghurts containing 1
billion probiotics per serve. It
can be written on food labelling
as 1x109 cfu/g.

Only certain strains have been clinically
documented to show health benefits, e.g. the
highly documented and trademarked strain
Bifidobacterium BB-12®. For optimum results,
it’s really important to choose a strain backed by
science.
It’s likely you will be familiar with seeing probiotics
referred to as “ABC” on yoghurt packaging.
The “A” is Lactobacillus Acidophilus, the “B” is
Bifidobacterium and the “C” is Lactobacillus casei.

How regularly should I take
probiotics to receive the maximum
benefit?
Every day! Enjoying a probiotic yoghurt, or taking a
supplement per day is recommended for maximum
benefit to support healthy digestion or strengthen
the body’s natural defenses. Taking them only
now and again holds little value. You will also find
probiotics in fermented foods such as sauerkraut
(fermented cabbage), kimchi (Korean inspired
fermented vegetables and spices) and kefir (a
Russian inspired fermented dairy drink). There are
also now some probiotic drinks on the market.

How soon should I expect to see
the benefits of probiotics?
Generally, the benefit should be noticeable
within 2-4 weeks, when the probiotic strains have
colonised the gastrointestinal tract.
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Should I eat yoghurt or take a
probiotic supplement?
Sometimes a supplement is worthwhile to really
boost significantly the numbers of probiotics you
are getting, or where you want a specific strain as
recommended by your health care professional.
However for most people the easiest way to
incorporate probiotics, and to keep it up regularly,
is by eating good quality probiotic yoghurt. Then
you will benefit from the combination of dairy
protein, calcium and probiotics all in a delicious
food that you can easily incorporate into your diet
every day.

Key things to remember
Not just any strain will do.

Aim for 1 billion bacteria per day
Why is it recommended to take
probiotics after a course of
antibiotics?
While antibiotics do a great job of treating bacterial
infections, they also kill a large number of the
good bacteria in your gut. Consuming probiotic
yoghurt or taking a probiotic supplement will help
rebuild the healthy bacteria essential to good gut
health. But you don’t need to wait for a course
of antibiotics to incorporate probiotics into your
diet. A daily probiotic can give a healthy person
improved digestive and immune health!
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There are also a variety of lifestyle factors contributing
to gut health. Here’s a round up of other things you can do
to be kind to your gut:

2. Stay Hydrated

No surprises here, but staying hydrated is one of
the best things you can do for your digestion and
your overall health. Drinking insufficient water
slows down your digestive system significantly and
results in harder stools that are more difficult to
pass. How do you know you’re drinking enough?
Your urine should remain a light straw colour all
day long.
If you don’t enjoy drinking water, try adding slices
of fruit or cucumber, or a sprig of mint to your
water for a flavour boost. However do be aware
that adding lemon does make the water slightly
acidic and can erode your teeth – try not to be
sipping lemon water all day. Herbal teas are also
another option to vary your water intake.

3. Get off the couch!

Exercise helps your digestive system by increasing
blood flow to all your organs, and stimulates the
muscles in your GI tract. In fact being sedentary is
a major cause of constipation. Contributing to your
digestive health is just another reason to make
exercise a regular part of your day. Try walking,
aerobic or strength-building activities for at least
30 minutes. Yes – every day! At the same time
try to limit how much time you spend sitting and
break up your day with short bursts of movement.

Try making half of your plate vegies and/or fruit at every meal. You are
aiming for a minimum of 5 different vegies and 2 fruits every day.
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“Manipulating the bacteria (microbiota) in
the gut is an exciting way of altering the
course of diseases and improving health.
The use of probiotics has already shown
benefits in several areas of medicine and
has the potential to have even greater
impact as we learn more about the biology
of the microbiota and its interaction with
our metabolism and immune system.”
Professor Peter Gibson,
Director of Gastroenterology at
The Alfred and Monash University

4. L
 imit processed foods
and eat more fibre

Processed and fried foods slow down the digestive
process, and should be kept to a minimum. A lowfibre, high-sugar, processed diet encourages the
wrong type of bacteria and yeast to grow in our
gut, and damages the delicate ecosystem in your
intestines.
Instead, eat whole minimally processed foods.
You’ll find fibre in plant foods such as fruits,
vegetables, legumes (beans, chickpeas and lentils),
nuts, seeds, and wholegrains.
Fibre helps to keep everything moving through
your gut, keeping you regular. It adds bulk to
your stools, and absorbs water so that your stools
are soft and easier to pass. If you’re getting
constipated regularly try upping your fibre intake
as a first step to get things moving.
Fibre also slows down the breakdown and
absorption of carbohydrates, in turn helping to
control your blood sugar levels.
Finally fibre feeds the good bacteria in your
gut, helping to promote their growth so the
combination of probiotics with a fibre-rich diet is
key. Some specific types of fibre are particularly
good in this regard and are called prebiotics.
These more specifically fuel the good bacteria and
may be especially helpful.

8 Steps to Better GUT HEALTH

8

5. Eat slowly and chew properly!

How you eat can be just as important as the contents of your meal. Slow down and chew your
food properly. Digestion starts in the mouth and the chewing process starts to break down
your food, mixing it with the enzymes in your saliva.
Slowing down is crucial for portion control. When you start to eat your body signals your brain
that food is coming in, and as you continue to eat, signals tell the brain when you have eaten
enough. It takes about 20 minutes from the start of a meal for the brain to register these
signals. If you bolt through your meal you are in danger of overeating before your brain has had
a chance to tell you you’ve had enough.
Be mindful of how you feel during meals - eat until you are satisfied but not stuffed. Think of
a scale of 1-10 where 10 is stuffed. Try to stop eating at number 8 – or what the Japanese call
“Hara hachi bu” translated as ‘eat until 80% full’.

Suggested tips:
•

Always sit down at the table to eat

•

Try putting your cutlery down between each bite

•

Focus on the meal and turn off the TV!

6. Limit alcohol

Alcohol can irritate your digestive system and drinking too much promotes
inflammation. Even moderate drinking increases your risk of bowel and other
cancers. If you are having problems with your gut you are best to avoid it. If
you choose to enjoy alcohol, be sure you do so in moderation. The Australian
guidelines recommend drinking no more than two standard drinks on any day for
healthy men and women.
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7. T
 ake stress management
seriously

We all feel as though there are not enough hours in
our days. We’ve become accustomed to a hectic pace
of life, full schedules, city traffic, travel and deadlines.
We are not built for chronic stress! Prolonged stress
can really wreak havoc on your body, and impact on
your digestive system. The ‘fight or flight’ response
results in decreased blood flow to your digestive
muscles and reduced secretion of digestive enzymes.
Stress can also result in gastrointestinal inflammation,
constipation or diarrhoea.
Taking care of your emotional wellbeing is vital to
keeping your stress levels in check. Build time for
relaxation into your day – include exercise to release
endorphins, and try meditation to practice deep
breathing and calm your mind. Distraction is not
relaxation – so put down the electronic devices!

8. Get enough sleep

Sleep is really the missing link in good health and
is only now being recognised for its importance.
If you’re sleeping badly you are more likely to eat
poorly, perhaps relying on sugary foods to pick up
your energy levels through the day, and you are
more likely to skip your exercise because you are
tired. Most of us need 7-8 hours a night. While you
might think you can function perfectly well on less,
the research suggests otherwise. You are most
unlikely to be functioning at your best. Some tips to
get better sleep include:

•	Going to bed and getting up at roughly
the same time
•	Avoiding electronic devices and the TV for at
least an hour before bedtime
•	Getting the TV out of the bedroom – sleep
experts say the bedroom should be for sleep,
reading and sex only!
•	Have a bedtime routine where you wind down
with a herbal tea or warm cup of milk, read a
novel and calm your mind.
•	Make sure your bedroom is dark, not too hot or
cold, and quiet

In summary

•	Your gut is the corner stone of your health, and
looking after it is absolutely essential if you want
to achieve vibrant health.
•	There are so many simple natural solutions
available to help improve your digestive health.
•	Probiotics are one of the most valuable natural
solutions to improve digestive health
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Nine Network and the official nutritionist for TODAY. Joanna
has authored several books and has a weekly column in
Sunday Life. An honorary Australian, Dr. Joanna has spent
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