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 Probiotics and Prebiotics 
By Lane Lipezky, RDN 

There are over 100 trillion bacteria in our gastrointes-
tinal (GI) tracts (about 4 pounds), most of which we 
think very little about but have a big impact on our 
overall health. The number of bacteria in our intestinal 
tracts is so big that some scientists are now consider-
ing it as an organ! These bacteria help us absorb nutri-
tion from foods, they help boost our immune systems 
and new studies show that they play a role in decreas-
ing our risk for chronic disease and mental illness. 
How do we keep them healthy and thriving as we age? 

Importance of Healthy Bacteria 

Our GI bacteria is involved in the absorption of our 
nutrients. If bacteria are healthy and diverse, we are 
able to absorb a lot of nutrition that would have other-
wise been passed in our stool. We can better absorb 
certain vitamins and minerals as well as carbohy-
drates, proteins and fats. Gut bacteria also ferment vit-
amin K and short chain fatty acids, which are im-
portant for blood clotting and help reduce inflamma-
tion. Studies show that as we age, the diversity of our 
bacteria decreases. 

Our bacteria also play a big role in the health of our 
immune systems and have an impact on chronic in-
flammation. These bacteria protect our intestinal 
walls, increase our production of immune cells and 
decrease the growth of harmful bacteria in our bodies. 
New studies are finding that unhealthy gut bacteria are 
linked to chronic diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis, 
inflammatory bowl disease, heart disease, diabetes and 
depression. 

As we age, we tend to have less diversity in our GI 
bacteria and higher rates of opportunistic (unhealthy 
or pathogenic) bacteria. One example of an opportun-
istic bacteria is C difficile, also known as “C. diff.” C. 
diff accounts for more than half a million illnesses in 
the United States each year and is more likely to be 
contracted if someone is over the age of 65. C. diff is a 
bacterial infection in the GI tract that causes severe 
diarrhea, fever, nausea and in severe cases death. As 
we age, we have more C. difficile in our intestines and 
fewer strains of healthy bacteria. 

How do we keep our gut bacteria healthy? 

The five main factors that affect gut bacteria are age, 
environment, genetics, medications (antibiotics) and 
diet. Diet plays a very large roll in what type of bacte-
ria we have in our GI tracts and how diverse the bacte-
ria is (the more diverse the better). People who eat  

enough fiber in their diets and regularly consume fer-
mented foods typically have healthier and more di-
verse gut bacteria than those who eat little fiber and 
no fermented foods. This is because fermented foods 
and fiber are probiotics and prebiotics. 

Probiotics and Prebiotics 

Probiotics are foods that contain live and active cul-
tures of bacteria. Some examples are yogurt, 
kombucha, sauerkraut, tempeh, kimchi, soft cheeses 
and other fermented foods (excluding alcohol). Look 
for the label “live and active cultures” on food pack-
aging. Consuming probiotics helps increase the num-
ber of good bacteria in our bodies and make it more 
difficult for bad bacteria to grow. More research is 
needed to determine a daily recommendation for how 
many probiotics we should consume. Consider eating 
a probiotic food several times a week to encourage 
growth of healthy bacteria. Talk to your doctor be-
fore taking any probiotic supplements, food sources 
are best. 

Probiotics work with prebiotics to help restore and 
maintain healthy gut bacteria, decrease inflammation 
and increase our immune systems. Prebiotics are the 
“food” for probiotics. Many high fiber foods are 
prebiotics. A few examples are beans, asparagus, on-
ions, tomatoes, bananas, barley, rye and wheat. The 
recommended daily intake of fiber is 21 grams for 
women over the age of 51 and 30 grams for men. 
Eating the daily recommendations for fiber will help 
ensure there is plenty of food for healthy gut bacteria 
to grow.  

Tips to maintain a healthy gut bacterium 

• Eat a variety of fruits, vegetables and whole 
grains daily; they’re a great source of fiber and 
prebiotics. 

• Include fermented foods in your diet several 
times a week.  

• If taking an antibiotic prescribed by your doctor, 
discuss ways to maintain a healthy gut bacterium 
with your doctor. 

• Before taking any probiotic supplement, discuss 
with your doctor first. Food is best! 

• Slowly increase the number of probiotics and 
prebiotics you consume; it may take time for your 
GI tract to adjust. 

“The road to health is paved with good intestines!” – 
Sherry A. Rogers, MD 


