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Most of the time we try and avoid bacteria in the foods we eat for fear of getting sick, so it sounds odd to be encouraging people to eat bacteria for the health benefits.  However, certain types of bacteria called probiotics may help with digestion and improve immune function.  These probiotics are found naturally in breast milk and fermented foods such as yogurt, kefir, aged cheese, miso, and some forms of pickles and sauerkraut.  

What are probiotics and how do they work?

Probiotic means “for life.”  Within our gut live trillions (yes that is with a T) of bacteria, about 2 ½ pounds worth.  Some are beneficial and others are a harmful variety that if not kept in check can cause disease.  The helpful bacteria maintain the balance between good and bad microbes to prevent you from becoming ill.  They also have other health benefits such as helping you digest fiber, make certain vitamins, and prevent cancer causing substances from forming.   
How do I get probiotics in my diet?

The most common form for probiotics is yogurt and yogurt drinks made with live cultures.  In order for the yogurt to contain live bacteria it can not be heat treated after the fermentation process.  Look for a statement on the label saying “live and active cultures.”  “Made with active cultures” is not the same since it may have been heated after fermentation and this kills the bacteria present.  Other naturally fermented foods such as sauerkraut, pickles made without vinegar, the Korean cabbage called Kim Chee, and miso also contain probiotics. Many food manufacturers have started adding beneficial bacteria and yeasts to foods including beverages, cereals, energy bars, and even pet foods.  In addition many probiotics are also sold in pill or powder form as well.  However it’s not clear how many bacteria are present in these products or if the bacteria is even alive (which is important in order to get the health benefit).  
Should I take probiotics?

Probiotics have been touted to treat everything from allergies to lowering blood pressure.  Research on probiotics is still in the early stages.  Some studies have found promise from certain strains of bacteria in preventing vaginal and urinary tract infections as well as reducing diarrhea and inflammatory bowel disease.  A few studies have also found a link to probiotics and reduced risk for colon cancer and irritable bowel disease.  The best evidence thus far for using probiotics is in people taking a course of antibiotics.  Antibiotics target all bacteria regardless if it is the harmful or beneficial kind.  Often people experience diarrhea associated with antibiotics because the medication has killed off friendly bacteria in the gut.  For those individuals it may be beneficial to eat more foods with probiotics such as yogurt or consider a probiotic supplement.  The most common forms of probiotic bacteria used in yogurt are L. acidophilus, bifidus, L. casei, L. reuteri.  
What’s the deal with prebiotics?     
You may have heard of prebiotics and wondered what that meant.  Essentially prebiotics are types of fiber that help feed the good bacteria in your gut.  Foods that are high in these types of prebiotics are garlic, onion, artichokes, bananas, and whole grains.
The Bottom Line:

If you are interested in including more foods with probiotics such as yogurt, yogurt drinks, and kefir, these make good protein and calcium additions to your diet.  If you have lactose intolerance the bacteria in yogurt helps to break down some of the milk sugar (lactose) that causes the gas, bloating, and diarrhea.  If you are taking antibiotics it is probably a good idea to be proactive and include a probiotic to prevent diarrhea associated with antibiotic use.  Be wary of dietary supplements marketed as probiotics since they can vary in the amount and type of probiotic bacteria present and may be expensive to boot.  If you are taking a probiotic food or supplement make sure it is taken well before the expiration date on the label since the live cultures have a short shelf life.  The best way to improve your gut health is to eat a diet rich in a variety of fruits, vegetables, and whole grains.
Fruit Smoothie

1/2 cup nonfat milk 

1/2 cup fat-free plain yogurt with “live and active cultures”
1/2 banana, peeled and chopped

 1 1/2 tablespoons flax seed 

1 teaspoon honey 

1/2 cup frozen strawberries 

Directions:  In a blender, blend the milk, yogurt, banana, ice cubes, flax seed, honey, and strawberries until smooth. Pour into a glass and serve.  This makes an easy breakfast meal or refreshing treat in the afternoon.
