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According to the journal article, “Gut Health: A New Objective in Medicine?” published in Biomed
Central Medicine (March, 2011), five major objective criteria apply to understand what gut health
actually is. 

1. NORMAL DIGESTION AND ABSORPTION

This means that you successfully absorb food, minerals and water from your gastrointestinal tract
(GIT). It also means you have a normal transit time (time taken for food to move from your mouth
to the toilet), regular bowel movements and normal stool consistency. 

2. THE ABSENCE OF GI ILLNESS

Indicates that you don’t have carbohydrate intolerances, enzyme deficiencies, acid peptic
disease, reflux disease, coeliac disease, GI cancer, inflammatory disease or an inflammatory
state. 

3. EFFECTIVE IMMUNE STATUS

A huge portion of your body’s immune system is located in your GIT. Effective immune status
means having a strong and effective GI barrier function, producing normal amounts of mucus to
line your GIT tract, having normal numbers and activity of immune cells and
having immune tolerance. It also means having an absence of allergies, 
mucosal hypersensitivity (e.g. IBS), as well as no enhanced 
bacterial translocation.

WHAT IS GUT
HEALTH?

4. A STATE OF WELLBEING

In terms of gut health, wellbeing is
reflected by a normal quality of life and
positive gut feelings. A major mechanism
behind this is the balanced production of
serotonin, the feel-good hormone that is
predominantly produced in the gut and is
required for peristalsis and healthy bowel
motions, as well as the normal function of
the enteric nervous system (ENS). The
ENS comprises hundreds of millions of
nerve cells that are embedded within
your GIT lining. Dubbed as the second
brain, the ENS plays a major role in how
you feel mentally, as well as how your gut
feels physically (aka gut-mind axis).  
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5. A NORMAL AND STABLE GUT
MICROBIOTA
 
The term “gut microbiota” refers to the trillions
of microbes living within your GIT, and like
different animal species living on Earth, you
have hundreds of different species of
microbes living within your gut. Bacteria make
up the majority of these microbes, however
fungi, viruses and protozoa can also be found.
These microbes live predominantly within your
large intestine (colon), but also habituate
throughout the rest of your GIT. Your gut
microbes provide you with many beneficial
functions, including their role in further
digesting and extracting nutrients, producing
certain vitamins (B and K) and fatty acids
(butyrate), as well as playing a major role in

A rich number of bacteria
A great diversity in bacterial specie types
Vitality of these gut microbes

your immune system, including their function to form a structural barrier to stop invading pathogens. 
To top off all their amazing attributes, the bacteria in your gut also form the bulk of your stools, which
means without them you’d unlikely pass healthy bowel motions.

A normal gut microbiota composition and function, 

is characterised by:

These 3 factors, including the absence 
of bacterial overgrowth, GI infections and 
anti-biotic associated diarrhea, defines 
a normal and stable gut microbiota.
And in turn, good gut microbial health.
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Your GIT contains millions of nerves that
branch from your gut, all the way up to your
brain. Further to this, your gut produces
neurotransmitters that send signals along that
gut-brain highway, as well as containing
buckets of bacteria that do all sorts of things
that impact on your
brain.

We call all this “The Gut-Mind Connection”.
And remarkably, it has been linked to
alterations in mood, anxiety, depression,
memory, food cravings, eating behaviours
and ultimately life choices.
  

THE GUT-MIND 
CONNECTION

The body’s 2nd brain

Dubbed the body’s second brain, the gut
contains over 500 million neurons and plays
a crucial role in both GI health and many
other body functions, including those in the
mind. Interestingly, gut neurons and
neurotransmitters are similar to those
produced in the brain, delivering many
of the same functions.

When you eat food… your gut nerves
are stimulated, triggering digestive
muscles to contract and move food
along. This is called GI motility. At the
same time neurotransmitters released
from the gut send messages back and
forth to the brain, in turn regulating
appetite, feelings of fullness, as well as
GI motility.

JOSHREED.COM.AU

http://joshreed.com.au/
http://joshreed.com.au/


Digest this…

Dopamine is a neurotransmitter that helps control the brains pleasure centre, as well as
affects your appetite and emotions. Notably, about 50% of dopamine is produced in the gut,
and evidence shows that gut bacteria can produce additionally large amounts of it.
Furthermore, we know that antipsychotic drugs work by blocking dopamine, and that anti-
nausea drugs also act on dopamine, tying the gut-mind link even tighter.

Serotonin, another crucial neurotransmitter that regulates mood, sleep, appetite, food
digestion and GI motility, is also definitively tied to the gut, with virtually all of it (~90%) being
made in the gut. Research shows that a deficiency in serotonin is associated with depression
and in relation, commonly used anti-depressant medications often result in side
effects in the gut.

Recent research has also found that certain gut bacteria produce
factors that can block or mimic the actions of serotonin, 
and as a result, influence mood, appetite and digestion. 
This may be the reason 50 to 90% of
people with IBS also suffer mental health 
conditions. It might also be the
reason behind your food cravings and 
increased appetite, as evidence shows that
both of these can be reduced via modifying 
your gut bacteria diversity.

And so… there you have it. Your gut and 
mind are undoubtably connected. 

Those nervous stomach butterflies 
actually make a lot of sense. And
fortunately, you can improve 
your mental health via improving 
your gut health.

The gut microbiota

The human gut contains up to 3kg of bacteria and collectively they outnumber your body cells by
10 to 1. There are literally trillions of them, with hundreds of different species. Fortunately, most
live in harmony with you, providing benefits such as assisting digestion and strengthening our
immune function. Conversely, some species, or lack of, have been linked to
undesirable effects like food cravings, mental health issues and even obesity.
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An unhealthy gut could mean you have a disbalance of good and bad bacteria (dysbiosis) or your
GIT is damaged. Both of these issues have been linked to food intolerances, bloating, abdominal
pain, diarrhoea, constipation, excess flatulence, reflux, low energy, malabsorption (nutrient
deficiencies) and an array of many other serious conditions.
Below contains a list of some of the major irritants that can influence dysbiosis, as well as
damage your gut: 
 

ALCOHOL
Alcohol and its metabolites can overwhelm and damage your GIT, as well as your liver and other
organs. It does this by promoting intestinal inflammation via multiple pathways, including: altering
your gut microbiotas composition and function; increasing the permeability of your gut lining; and
affecting your intestinal immune homeostasis.

COFFEE
Particularly when consumed in excess, certain components found in coffee, including caffeine,
catechols and chemical-substances called N-alkanoly-5-hydroxtryptamides can stimulate
molecular mechanisms that result in stomach acid secretion. This in turn can result in heartburn,
reflux and indigestion.

GUT IRRITANTS

PROCESSED FOODS
It is well known that the consumption of processed foods, particularly ultra-processed foods
(UPF), is strongly associated with the development of chronic disease and related ailments. UPF
are defined as “industrial formulations made entirely or mostly from substances extracted from
foods (e.g. sugar, oils, fats, starch and proteins), derived from food constituents (e.g.
hydrogenated fats and modified starch), or synthesized in laboratories from food substrates or 

other sources (e.g. flavour enhancers,
colours and additives).
Studies show that a diet high in UPFs
(typical of Western diets) often results in
gut dysbiosis and microbiota
encroachment, leading to inflammation
and metabolic disturbances. Some
reasons for these undesirable
consequences include the fact that UPFs
are predominantly low in dietary fibre,
plus contain varying amounts of
emulsifiers. Emulsifiers have been
shown to alter the gut microbiota and
increase gut inflammation. Furthermore,
UPFs can often contain artificial
sweeteners, which have also been
shown to disrupt gut microbiota health
and contribute to inflammation.
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GREASY FOODS
Greasy foods are high in unhealthy fats and fat is known to be the most slowly digested
macronutrient. Because of this, greasy foods slow the rate at which your stomach empties, which
in turn can cause nausea, bloating, abdominal discomfort and diarrhea. Those who suffer from
digestive issues tend to be more severely affected by greasy foods. Further to this, greasy foods
have been shown to alter your gut microbiota by increasing unhealthy bacteria and decreasing
beneficial bacteria.

ANTIBIOTICS
Antibiotics are very important medicines that are used to treat infections and diseases caused by
bacteria. They work by killing bacteria or by preventing them from multiplying. Over the years, they
have saved millions of lives. They definitely have their place in health care, however one of their
unfortunate drawbacks is that they don’t discriminate between good and bad bacteria. Therefore,
even a single dose can lead to undesirable changes in the composition and diversity of your gut
microbiota, potentially resulting in dysbiosis. In relation to this, it is integral to eat for both good gut
health and a strong immune system to minimise the need for antibiotics.

NSAIDs
NSAIDs (e.g. aspirin, ibuprofen) are commonly used for the symptomatic treatment of acute pain,
and chronic inflammatory and degenerative joint diseases. Research shows that the daily use of
high doses of NSAIDs are associated with an increased risk of upper GI complications, including
bleeding, inflammation and ulceration in the stomach and small intestine. NSAIDs damage the GIT
via irritating the gastric mucosa and reducing the levels of protective prostaglandins. This in turn
causes increased gastric acid secretion, decreased bicarbonate and mucus secretion and
diminished effects on the epithelial mucosa.   

SMOKING
Smoking contributes to many disorders of the
digestive system, including GORD (reflux),
peptic ulcers and some liver diseases.
Smoking also increases the risk for
inflammatory bowel disease (Crohn’s
disease), colon polyps and pancreatitis.
Smoking weakens your oesophageal
sphincter, which can result in stomach
contents refluxing into your oesophagus,
causing heartburn and possibly damaging
your oesophageal lining. Furthermore,
studies show that smoking increases the risk
of H. pylori infection, contributing to peptic
ulcers. Smoking also increases the
production of other substances that can harm
your GI lining, including pepsin, an enzyme
made in the stomach that breaks down
proteins. Smoking also decreases factors
that protect and heal the lining of your gut,
including mucus, sodium bicarbonate and
blood flow.
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 Our digestive symptom comprises an upper and a lower section. Within these two sections there
are a number of certain segments, all of which have their own unique and consecutive role in food
digestion. This is
how it all works...
 

THE UPPER DIGESTIVE TRACT
 

1.      Food thoughts
As soon as you think about, see or smell food, your body initiates digestion via producing and
prepping digestive enzymes in anticipation of what is about to enter your mouth.
 

2.      Food enters your mouth
Once food is placed into your mouth, the process of chewing (masticating) causes the food to
physically breakdown. At this point your salivary glands release saliva which has two predominant
roles: the first is to lubricate the food for ease of swallowing; the second is to initiate
starch digestion via the work of one of its contained enzymes called 'amylase'.
 

3.      The stomach
From the mouth, food parts are moved through your oesophagus and into your stomach. This
movement of food is caused by the actions of muscles lining the digestive tract and is scientifically
termed peristalsis. Within your stomach, digestive juices (hydrochloric acid, mucus and enzymes)
are released which further break the foods down, particularly proteins contained in the food. The
stomach muscles also contract and relax to mix the food and digestive juices together. 

DIGESTION 101
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Pancreas: releases digestive juice into the small intestine via small ducts. This juice contains
digestive enzymes that break down carbohydrates, fats and proteins.
Liver: makes a digestive juice called bile. Bile helps digest fats and extract some vitamins. Bile
is made in the liver and delivered to the gallbladder for storage, before being released into the
small intestine for use. 
Gallbladder: stores bile and then releases it into the small intestine when you eat.

 THE LOWER DIGESTIVE TRACT
 

4.    The small intestine
The small intestine is where majority of food digestion occurs. A number of very important
accessory organs help this process via producing (or storing) secretions that eventually end up in
the lumen (interior passageway) of your small intestinal tract. These secretions aid digestion, as
well as nutrient absorption. Your accessory organs include:

 
The small intestine is made up of 3 different sections: duodenum, jejunum and ileum. 
This is what happens to food once it enters your small intestine:
 
a) Food moves from the stomach and into the duodenum (start of the small intestine). Here the
food mixes with digestive juices, bile, and pancreatic juices.
 
b) This tropical mix (juices and bile) goes to town on all the food parts and completes the
breakdown (digestion) of proteins, carbohydrates and fats into their smallest components. Water is
pulled from the circulation into the small intestine to help in the mixing and breakdown of the
different food parts.
            
c) Further to this, bacteria living within the small intestine also
assist the digestive process via producing enzymes that help 
breakdown carbohydrates.
 
 d) At this point the foods have been broken
down into their simplest
forms: amino acids/peptides; sugars
(glucose, galactose, fructose etc.); fatty
acids; and glycerol. As well as their vitamins
(A, B, C, D, E, K) and minerals (e.g.
Iron, calcium) released. All of these nutrients
are now ready for absorption.
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Amino acids, sugars, glycerol, some vitamins and minerals are absorbed across the intestinal
wall and into the blood circulation.
Fatty acids and some vitamins (i.e. those that are fat soluble e.g. vitamin D) are absorbed
across the intestinal wall and into the lymphatic system.

 
ABSORPTION

As mentioned earlier, the small intestine is made up of a number of sections and it is at certain
points along these sections that particular nutrients are absorbed. For example, iron and calcium
are absorbed in the first section of the small intestine (duodenum), sugars and amino acids in the
second section (jejunum) and fats in the final section (ileum).
 

   

 
The Large intestine

Any food parts that were not digested and
absorbed in the small intestine move through
to the large intestine. It is here that leftover
water is absorbed back into the circulation,
including with it some sodium and potassium.
On top of this, bacteria living within the large
intestine (the gut microbiota) break some of
the undigested food parts further down into
their absorbable nutrient forms. Furthermore,
these gut bacteria use some of the
undigested food parts (prebiotics) as fuel,
and synthesise certain nutrients (Vitamin K,
some Bs, SCFAs). At this point, whatever is
left over, including waste products of
digestion, large undigested food parts and
dead bacteria, become your stools.
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Numerous studies continue to show that diets high in meats and processed foods (typical
Western diets) result in increased gut inflammation as well as significantly disrupt the health of the
gut microbiota. Typically, these types of diets are also ;ow in plant foods... those that are high in
fibre and contain an abundance of anti-inflammatory nutrients. Further to this, typical Western
diets often contain a very limited variety of foods, impacting on nutrient adequacy…. Ultimately,
these above factors affect the richness and diversity of health promoting gut bacteria species. And
this in turn compromises the health of your gut. 
 
As noted on previous pages, a compromised gut microbiota can increase your risk for obesity and
chronic disease, as well as numerous digestive conditions including constipation, abdominal
discomfort, diverticular disease, irritable bowel syndrome and colorectal cancer. On a day to day
basis, poor gut health can significantly impact your well-being, including reduced mood and low
energy levels.
 
So what’s the answer?
 

 

EATING TO IMPROVE
GUT HEALTH

PLANT-BASED WHOLEFOODS
 
In contrast to diets high in animal products and
processed foods, an eating pattern that incorporates
mostly plant-based
wholefoods favours good gut health, particularly
through its way of enriching your gut microbiota
diversity and vitality.
 

Basically...

Your gut microbiota thrive on

plants, 

specifically the fibres and 

starches found in plants.
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Assisting you to digest your foods better
Producing certain vitamins (B’s and K)
Breaking down and fermenting non-
digestible carbohydrates (e.g. prebiotics);
this results in the production of SCFAs
(*butyrate) and gases 
Butyrate = main energy source for gut cells
and other beneficial bacteria
SCFAs lower the pH of your GIT which
increases your mineral absorption (Fe, Ca,
Mg).
A lower pH also helps to inhibit the growth of
pathogens (bad bugs)
Assist in your bile acid and mucus
metabolism
Play a major role in your immune function 
Inhibit pathogenic bacteria growth
Regulate pH
Produce antimicrobials
Release metabolites that activate innate
immunity 
Strengthen your intestinal barrier
Maintain the structural integrity of your
intestinal barrier

BENEFITS OF FEEDING 
YOUR GUT MICROBES WELL
 

 

“The more varied your diet

is in plant-based

wholefoods, the

more fibre, phytonutrients

and

prebiotics you will receive. 

All of these nutrients

support the optimal growth

and functioning of your gut

microbiota. 

…And a healthy gut

microbiota means a

healthier gut.”
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FIBRE… IT’S NOT ALL 
THE SAME
 
Fibre refers to the bits and pieces of plant foods
that cannot be broken down by your
digestion. Because of this, fibre moves through
your GIT bulking and softening
your stools. 
 
It is important to understand that fibre comes in
many different forms. These forms are classified
based on their GI solubility, bacterial
fermentation capacity, products of fermentation
and physiological properties. Put simply,
they are categorised by how they function in and
on your GIT. The most common fibre categories
include soluble fibre, insoluble fibre and
resistant starch. All three are essential.
 

Soluble fibre...

found in rolled oats for example, attracts water in your GIT. This results in a nice soft gel forming,
which in turn slows digestion and softens your stools. It also slows carbohydrate breakdown, which
helps with better blood glucose control (i.e. it lowers glycemic index). Favourable for diabetics and
those seeking weight loss. Furthermore, because of its stool softening effects, it makes passing a
motion a lot easier. Further-furthermore, some soluble fibres are prebiotics. Prebiotics are gold for
your gut. I’ll get to prebiotics shortly.

I
Insoluble fibre...

found in foods such as wheat bran and
brown rice, does NOT dissolve in water,
therefore passes through your GI tract
unchanged. It adds significant bulk to
your stools, making them heavier and
causing them to flow through your GI
tract more efficiently. This is really
important, because slow moving stools
(e.g. constipation) can putrefy and
release toxins. Therefore insoluble fibre
helps you go to the toilet more
regularly.
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Resistant starch...

is a special type of carbohydrate that
“resists” digestion in your small intestine and gets
rapidly fermented by the
microbes living in your large intestine. Because of its
fermentation capacity, it is classified as a prebiotic.
You might even call it a super prebiotic.
Interestingly, resistant starch levels in certain foods
vary according to different cooking methods,
cooking and cooling processes and degrees of
ripeness. For example, unripe bananas are rich in
resistant starch, yet ripe bananas contain little. Cold
potato salad is full of resistant starch, yet
 freshly cooked hot potato contains nada. This is
because when you cook potatoes then cool them,
their starch becomes retrograded into a non-
digestible (resistant) form. The same process
happens with pasta.PREBIOTICS 101

Prebiotics are defined as selectively fermented ingredients that result in specific changes in the
composition and/or activity of your gut microbes, thus conferring health benefits. In a nutshell,
prebiotics feed your good gut microbes, who in turn, ferment them resulting in the release of certain
gases and beneficial compounds called short chain fatty acids (SCFAs). To highlight just a few of
their benefits, SCFAs fuel the cells lining your gut, fuel the growth and activity of other good gut
microbes, reduce your guts pH level which increases the absorption of essential minerals, enhance
your gut barrier integrity and immune system as well as help to regulate the movement of food
and waste through your GI tract. Obviously, prebiotics are integral 
for good gut health. Listed below includes major benefits from 
eating prebiotics:

⬇colonic transit time
⬆colonic fermentation = ⬆ SCFAs
⬆ growth and activity of beneficial gut
bacteria
⬆laxation (elimination of waste)
✅ beneficial effect on ⬆ mineral
absorption
✅ protective role in preventing colon
cancer and other cancers
✅ improved immune function
⬇ total and/or LDL cholesterol
⬇ postprandial glycaemia/ insulinaemia
⬇ blood pressure
✅ Weight loss: ⬆ satiety (lowers G.I +
favour growth of gut bugs that impact
on weight) 
⬇overall mortality
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Reduction of gastro-intestinal discomfort
Strengthening of the immune system
Improvement of the skin’s function
Improved bowel-movement regularity
Decreased body pathogens
Reduced flatulence and bloating
Protection from oxidative damage
Maintenance of gut microbiota during antibiotic
treatment

PROBIOTICS...

Probiotics are live micro-organisms, such
as bacteria and yeast, which, when consumed in
adequate amounts, confer health benefits on the
host. Benefits can include:
Reduction of potentially pathogenic (harmful) gut
microorganisms

Delivering a rich supply of fibre,
prebiotics, probiotics, vitamins,
polyphenols and anti-inflammatory
foods that promote digestive health.
Fuelling the growth of good gut
bacteria, including increased bacterial
specie diversity.
Increasing the structural and functional
capacity of the digestive system
through providing the right mix of
nutrients that support gut integrity and
maintain gut muscle strength.
Preventing the development and
progression of digestive conditions and
chronic conditions.
Limiting/excluding gastric irritants,
including alcohol, refined sugars,
preservatives and excess animal foods
that can negatively alter the
composition of your gut microbiota

IN SUMMARY... 
EAT A VARIED PLANT-
BASED DIET

It improves gut health via:
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Include some wholegrains at each

main meal, for example rolled oats,

quinoa, brown rice, barley, sprouted

bread or buckwheat. 

Include at least 2 cups of coloured

vegetables with lunch and dinner. 

 Snack on a piece a fruit between

meals and/or add some into your

breakfast muesli, porridge or

smoothie. Also vary your fruits often.

Eat a handful of nuts each day. 

Aim to include a few teaspoons of

seeds daily. Try adding chia seeds,

flaxseeds or LSA to your smoothies,

muesli or yoghurt, or pumpkin or

sesame seeds to your salads.

Replace your spreads with hummus,

tahini, nut butters or avocado.

Include a cup of legumes (e.g.

chickpeas, lentils) at least 3-4 times

per week. You can add these to

salads, curries, stir-fries, burritos,

soups and so on. 

Drink lots of water. Aim for at least 2

litres per day.

tips...
 

JUST EAT MORE
PLANTS...

wholegrains

vegetables

legumes

seeds

fruits

nuts
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Your gut

microbiota is

unique to you... 

Each individual
person has a unique
gut microbiota,
meaning they have
varying types and
amounts of certain
bacteria, plus their
certain bacteria act in
different ways.

To personalise your
gut health, no
template plan will
bring you your best
results. You will need
to work with your
Dietitian one on one.
After a
comprehensive
assessment, your
dietitian can develop
you a specific and 
personalised plan to
enhance your gut
profile. 
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PERSONALISING
YOUR GUT HEALTH

"Just like your fingerprint,
your gut microbiota is

unique to you."
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Medical Disclaimer
 

The ideas, opinions and concepts expressed in
this guidebook are intended to be used for informational purposes only. The
author is not rendering medical advise of any kind, nor is this book intended

to replace competent and licenced professional medical advise from a Medical
Practitioner to a patient/client or diagnose, prescribe or treat any condition,
disease, illness or injury. Readers should seek professional medical advise

before acting on any suggestions/information made in this book. Readers should not
delay or disregard professional medical advise because of something they may
have read in this guidebook. The author of this guidebook disclaims any and all

responsibility to any person or entity for any liability, loss or damage caused
or alleged to be caused directly or indirectly as a result of the use,

application or interpretation of the material in this guidebook.

http://joshreed.com.au/

