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A healthy gut plays a major role in overall well‑being, yet many people are unaware of its 

importance. Gut health influences the immune system, weight, chronic disease risk, and even 

mental health. The gut’s impact comes from the trillions of microorganisms living in the 

digestive system. These microbes work together to keep digestion in balance. When this balance 

is disrupted—a condition known as dysbiosis—it can lead to many health concerns. 

The gut and brain communicate directly through the gut–brain axis, allowing gut conditions to 

affect both physical and emotional health. 

Understanding gut health begins with understanding the gut microbiota. At any time, trillions of 

microbes live in and on the body, roughly equal to the number of human cells. Most live in 

harmony with the body and provide many benefits, though they can cause problems if they 

become unbalanced. The largest concentration of microbes lives in the gut, which has a surface 

area roughly the size of a tennis court. 

Gut microbiota support the immune system, help break down food, and produce essential 

nutrients such as short‑chain fatty acids, vitamins, and amino acids. They also communicate with 

the nervous system through the gut–brain axis, influencing mood, cognition, and overall health. 

Gut health begins early in life, as microbiota start developing even before birth. For individuals 

looking to improve gut health, increasing fiber intake is one of the most effective strategies. 

Fiber comes from plant foods, including fruits, vegetables, beans, nuts, seeds, and whole grains. 

Many people who follow a typical Western‑style diet consume too little fiber. This diet often 

contains large amounts of processed foods and simple carbohydrates such as white bread, sugary 

snacks, and fast food. As a result, it has been linked to higher rates of chronic disease and 

increased risk of mental health challenges. 

The Mediterranean diet, by contrast, contains more fiber‑rich foods such as fruits, vegetables, 

legumes, nuts, seeds, and whole grains. It also includes healthy fats and antioxidants. This 

dietary pattern provides significantly higher amounts of fiber and essential nutrients. 

Most U.S. adults eat only 10–15 grams of fiber per day—far below recommended levels of 22-

28 grams a day. Research shows that fiber can:  

• Lower the risk of obesity 

• Reduce heart disease 

• Lower cancer risk 

• Help regulate blood sugar 

• Act as fuel for gut microbiota, helping beneficial bacteria thrive and function effectively. 
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Probiotics also support gut health. These live, helpful microorganisms form naturally during the 

fermentation of foods and beverages. Fermented foods have existed for thousands of years, but 

interest in probiotics has grown as research continues to show their potential health benefits. 

Today, probiotics appear in many foods, drinks, and dietary supplements and may help support 

immune function, maintain a healthy balance of gut bacteria, and assist in managing certain 

conditions. 

However, probiotic supplements are not regulated by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration 

(FDA) before reaching the market. This means manufacturers are not required to prove the 

microorganisms are alive or present in the listed amounts. For this reason, healthcare providers 

recommend consulting a medical professional before taking probiotic supplements. Providers 

may suggest probiotics during antibiotic treatment, as antibiotics kill both harmful and beneficial 

bacteria. 

Many fermented foods naturally provide probiotics. Fermentation may occur naturally or through 

the use of a starter culture. Common probiotic‑rich foods and beverages include sauerkraut, 

sourdough, yogurt, kimchi, kefir, and kombucha. 

During recent Gut Health programming in the Southwind District, participants sampled kefir and 

kombucha. Among the options provided, blueberry kefir and peach kombucha—both available at 

local grocery stores—were the most preferred flavors. 

Prebiotics also play an important role. Prebiotics are types of fiber that feed beneficial gut 

bacteria and help them grow. While not all fibers are prebiotics, all prebiotics count toward daily 

fiber intake. Prebiotics should be consumed daily to support a balanced gut microbiome. 

Prebiotic‑rich foods include bananas, apples, blueberries, asparagus, jicama, leeks, leafy greens, 

artichokes, nuts, seeds, legumes, beans, and whole grains. 

The gut microbiome affects digestion, immune function, chronic disease risk, and emotional 

well‑being. Fiber, probiotics, and prebiotics all play key roles in supporting gut health. A 

balanced diet and healthy lifestyle habits help beneficial bacteria thrive—and support overall 

health.  

For further information on nutrition programming such as Gut Health, Cooking for 1-2, Dining 

with Diabetes or Planning Family Meals, please contact Sandy Haggard, Nutrition, Food Safety, 

and Health Agent, Southwind District, SJHaggard@ksu.edu or 620.365.2242.  
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