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About the Book

‘A holistic and clinically proven approach to treating autoimmune disease that can help millions of people afflicted by this epidemic.’

Dr William Li, New York Times bestselling author of Eat to Beat Disease and Eat to Beat Your Diet

Autoimmune disorders affect an estimated three hundred million people worldwide. That’s a staggering number of individuals struggling with conditions like Hashimoto’s disease, type 1 diabetes, coeliac disease, lupus, allergies and eczema, even Long Covid among many others. It can take numerous years and visits to different health professionals to receive an accurate diagnosis, leaving many autoimmune patients feeling confused, hopeless, or uninformed.

After working with these patients for more than two decades, Harvard-trained physician Dr Akil Palanisamy was inspired to develop the TIGER protocol, an integrative treatment approach combining his work as a functional medicine practitioner with his training in Ayurveda, the traditional medicine of India. He has since used this simple protocol to successfully treat thousands of patients.

Featuring a two-phase elimination and reintroduction diet, the protocol works to address the root cause of your autoimmunity instead of treating just the symptoms. Through this five-step five-step programme, you will:


•Remove Toxins

•Heal Infections

•Improve Your Gut Health

•Learn to Eat Right

•Consciously Rest and Rebalance



This holistic approach will guide you as you build up your health, reduce the occurrence of flare-ups, attain remission with a minimum of medications, and feel better so that you can live life to the fullest. The TIGER Protocol gives you the tools you need to start on the path to healing and freedom.
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Foreword

THE HIDDEN PANDEMIC

Autoimmune disease has become a silent epidemic in modern times. Unlike COVID-19, autoimmune disorders have insidiously expanded to huge levels without attracting much attention. In just the past 10 years, some autoimmune diseases have increased by 300 percent. Others have risen up to 5,000 percent in the past few decades.

One out of every five Americans suffers from some form of autoimmune condition. Hundreds of millions of people worldwide are struggling with autoimmunity. The prevalence and cost of autoimmune disease are greater than heart disease, cancer, and diabetes—combined.

There are more than 100 autoimmune conditions affecting people today, including Hashimoto’s disease (also known as Hashimoto’s thyroiditis), type 1 diabetes, multiple sclerosis, and rheumatoid arthritis. Sadly, the list continues to grow. Recent research has even shown that irritable bowel syndrome, the most common digestive disorder, is autoimmune in nature.

WHAT’S WRONG WITH THE SYSTEM?

Patients with autoimmune diseases are at a disadvantage in our current medical system. Conventional medicine excels at treating acute illnesses and injuries, but is ill-suited to tackle chronic diseases.

Such patients are often prescribed powerful immunosuppressive drugs that can subdue their symptoms—but this comes at a cost. These drugs can have serious side effects and unintended long-term consequences. More importantly, they only treat the symptoms and do nothing to address the underlying causes of autoimmune illness.

WHAT PATIENTS WANT

From my own three-plus decades of clinical experience, I know people are seeking natural alternatives to help them feel better and regain a healthy immune system. I have seen the frustration and despair that autoimmune patients experience. The TIGER Protocol is the comprehensive guidebook they have been waiting for—the solution that can transform their lives.

This book offers a revolutionary approach to healing. It introduces Dr. Akil’s innovative five-step TIGER Protocol to reverse autoimmunity by addressing the root causes of disease. The program is broken down into actionable and manageable steps that are easy to follow—providing a detailed road map to health.

A TRIPLE THREAT

My friend Dr. Akil is a unique “triple threat” in the field of integrative medicine. He combines expertise in Functional Medicine with extensive training in Ayurveda and an understanding of the paleo diet and ancestral lifestyles.

On top of that, he has compassion and empathy because he has gone through a serious disease himself. As he detailed in his outstanding first book, The Paleovedic Diet (which combines a plant-based Paleo diet with Ayurvedic medicine), he overcame a mysterious illness that forced him to halt his medical training. He emerged with firsthand experience of the power of integrative medicine.

With this background, Dr. Akil is eminently qualified to give you the most accurate and reliable information on autoimmunity. I have the utmost confidence in his approach and the content he has put together.

FUNCTIONAL MEDICINE

Functional Medicine, which seeks to detect and treat diseases by addressing root causes (as opposed to conventional medicine’s penchant for managing symptoms), is a movement I have been at the forefront of for decades. I am delighted to see Dr. Akil, one of the world’s top experts in Functional Medicine, sharing how this powerful approach can be used to treat autoimmunity.

In addition, Dr. Akil has combined the best of leading-edge research and insights from Functional Medicine with the ancient wisdom of Indian Ayurveda to offer a complete healing plan for patients with autoimmune disorders.

Ayurveda has a great deal to offer in our modern fight against autoimmune ailments. There is a reason why it has survived for over 3,000 years! In this book, Dr. Akil has seamlessly integrated this ancient wisdom with modern science.

A MOUNTAIN OF RESEARCH

Although not widely known, there is an extensive body of research in integrative medicine. (For example, there have been over 50,000 papers published on the microbiome in the past decade alone.) Dr. Akil has read tens of thousands of research papers on these topics and brought together their essential points into a single, user-friendly source (with 800-plus references!).

In other words, Dr. Akil has “climbed the mountain” of autoimmune research so you don’t have to.

In addition, he has treated thousands of autoimmune patients over a career spanning more than two decades, so you can trust that the recommendations he makes in this book are clinically proven and tested. You’d be hard-pressed to find another book in which all these medical advances and insights are compiled in a single, accessible place.

TREATING ROOT CAUSES

As a Functional Medicine practitioner, I always believe it’s best to treat the root causes of health issues. Dr. Akil will teach you his TIGER Protocol to help you identify and address each of the key root causes of all autoimmune conditions: toxins, infections, gut microbiome, eating right, and rest (or lack thereof).

Right off the bat, this is an important insight into autoimmune diseases. Although there are over 100 different varieties of autoimmunity, the root causes are the same and lead to the same basic dysfunction of the immune system. The particular autoimmune condition you end up with depends on what your “weak link” is, based on genetics and lifestyle.

This news is empowering for patients because they can understand what is causing their autoimmunity and learn what they can do about it.

THE BEST DIET FOR EVERYONE

I truly believe this book can revolutionize our approach to all those on the autoimmune spectrum, whether they are suffering from inflammatory symptoms like fatigue, joint pain, rashes, or digestive issues, or even if they are dealing with full-blown autoimmune disease.

In fact, I would argue that the diet plan outlined in this book, with its emphasis on building gut microbiome diversity with prebiotic and fermented foods, offers the healthiest, most well-rounded approach to eating out there—one that all people should follow.

We know that a diverse microbiome—which depends largely on your diet—is one of the most important factors in living a long and healthy life. The TIGER Protocol provides you with the most up-to-date understanding of the dietary approach that can best achieve this, including specific foods, recipes, and meal plans to try.

CUTTING-EDGE MICROBIOME RESEARCH

The section on the microbiome is one of the many gems in this book. The insights Dr. Akil offers about the microbiome are among the most advanced and sophisticated I have seen in any book. Yet he has conveyed these complex concepts in ways the average person can easily understand and implement.

One of the hallmarks of autoimmune disorders, and most modern afflictions, is a loss of gut bacteria diversity and an imbalance in the microbiome. The trillions of bacteria living inside of you have been linked to many autoimmune diseases—but also to such disparate conditions as allergies, asthma, diabetes, eczema, obesity, heart disease, fibromyalgia, and migraines.

It is absolutely crucial for those suffering from autoimmune conditions, or any other chronic illness, to restore and boost the diversity of their gut microbiome. I would go one step further and say that this should be a top priority for all people because the hallmark of the modern Western microbiome is a significant loss of diversity compared to the robust microbiome of our ancestors.

Dr. Akil gives you a detailed plan on how to achieve this. He explains in depth which foods contain each of the key classes of prebiotics necessary to strengthen your gut microbiome—inulin, resistant starch, polyphenols, oligosaccharides, and more. He teaches you to leverage herbs and spices for maximum benefit. And his tables on the top polyphenol-containing foods are eye-opening! You will find these and many more strategies on how to improve your microbiome in The TIGER Protocol.

TOXINS: THE MISSING LINK

Dr. Akil argues that toxins are overlooked in their impact on autoimmune disease; I couldn’t agree more. I have seen repeatedly in my own practice how discovering and eliminating toxins can have a profound impact on patients dealing with autoimmunity.

In my own case, I suffered from undiagnosed mercury toxicity. This led to debilitating chronic fatigue syndrome. But by using the principles of Functional Medicine, I was able to clear out the mercury, heal my gut, and recover completely.

Dr. Akil shines the spotlight on toxins as one of the key unrecognized drivers of autoimmunity and helps you begin your healing journey by addressing toxins first in The TIGER Protocol.

WHY THIS BOOK STANDS OUT

Other books on this topic have various concerning issues. Some of them are not written by physicians and give you dangerous advice, like telling you to stop your medications abruptly. (Like Dr. Akil, I believe that any tapering of medications should be done gradually under the supervision of your physician.) Other books present diet plans that are too extreme or try to upsell supplements or programs created by the author.

The TIGER Protocol has none of these flaws. It is unbiased and free of commercial interests. The diet plan it offers is moderate and balanced. The program it recommends is a sage middle ground that is effective without being draconian. It is written by a globally renowned doctor who is a widely respected authority in the field of Functional Medicine.

AN UNMATCHED RESOURCE

I believe every patient with autoimmune or inflammatory issues would benefit from reading this book.

Dr. Akil provides readers with a powerful action plan to prevent, treat, and even reverse autoimmune disorders. The TIGER Protocol is packed full of evidence-based guidelines, case studies, and practical tools to help you take charge of your health. It is filled with pioneering new ideas and groundbreaking insights. And best of all, it’s exceptionally well-written and enjoyable to read.

You don’t have to settle for anything less than feeling your best and having the optimal quality of life—regardless of what your diagnosis is. The TIGER Protocol is an unrivaled guide that will empower you with information and strategies to take charge of your health and thrive. The knowledge and tools are in your hands now; it’s up to you to take advantage and start feeling better!

—Dr Mark Hyman




INTRODUCTION

In the United States, autoimmune disease is the third most common type of illness after heart disease and cancer, affecting 1 in 12 Americans or an estimated 25 million people.1 An additional 41 million people have high blood levels of proteins known as autoantibodies, which put them at risk of developing autoimmune disease.2 Autoimmune conditions occur when the body turns against itself—when its immune system attacks healthy tissues and organs. If you are living with an autoimmune condition, you are likely very keenly aware of this.

Worldwide, it is estimated that autoimmune diseases affect around 5 percent of the population, well over 300 million people.3 Unlike heart disease or diabetes, autoimmune disease is multifaceted—over 100 different autoimmune diseases have been identified.4

In my two decades of medical practice, I have worked with many patients who felt confused, hopeless, or uninformed about their diagnosis of autoimmune disease or experience of its symptoms and, despite conventional therapy, they still struggled with poor quality of life. This motivated me to use my training in Western medicine and complementary therapies to create an integrative medicine approach, which I began using to treat my autoimmune patients.

This turned out to be remarkably effective for both patients with full-blown disease and those who had been told they were on the path to autoimmunity. Through this work, I have formulated a simple protocol based on my success in treating autoimmune patients—a protocol that treats and can potentially reverse the consequences of long-term disease and also takes a person off the path of suffering in years to come.

The foundation of my approach is the use of specific healing foods. Diet can be a powerful healing tool, but typical autoimmune diets are restrictive, and this makes them hard to adhere to. In my work with an active panel of autoimmune patients, I have developed a diet that is less draconian but still maintains clinical efficacy. This broader, more inclusive, and palatable diet is easier—and more pleasant—for people to follow for a longer period of time—thus making it more effective. This book presents a simplified protocol which you can do on your own, via easy-to-follow Phase 1 and Phase 2 diets. This will enable you to eliminate the necessary food sensitivities in the short term, then reintroduce foods to achieve a more diverse and balanced diet, which is key to long-term success in autoimmunity and overall health.

AYURVEDIC ROOTS

When developing this protocol, I was influenced by my training in Ayurveda, the traditional medicine of India. According to Ayurveda, all disease occurs as a result of a six-stage process. Only in the fifth stage do symptoms occur. In the first four stages, unrecognized imbalances are occurring that relate to changes in digestion and accumulation of toxins. A skilled Ayurvedic physician seeks to identify disease in the earliest stages and halt its progression before it becomes worse and triggers symptoms, leading to a disease diagnosis. This inspired me to take a proactive approach to all patients, and especially those who are on the autoimmune spectrum. Prevention is preferable to cure (and usually easier, too).

As a Harvard-trained M.D., my approach involves a strong scientific background in biochemistry and Western medicine alongside my training in Ayurveda and alternative therapies. In my integrative medicine practice, I also might utilize functional medicine—a modality that uses specialized lab testing to diagnose and treat imbalances in the function of different organ systems. Over the past two decades, my comprehensive approach has helped thousands of autoimmune patients to achieve remission, minimize their use of medications, and achieve optimal energy and quality of life.

A WORSENING CRISIS

At the time of this writing, autoimmune disease is the fastest growing category of disease, and, unfortunately, research suggests that this might get even worse. A recent study investigated the prevalence of antinuclear antibodies, a common biomarker of autoimmunity, over a 25-year period in the United States.5

An antibody is a protein produced by the immune system that binds to substances the body considers foreign and marks them for elimination by the immune system; this could include microbes, toxins, pollen, etc.—and in the case of autoimmunity, normal body proteins that should usually not cause antibody production. Antinuclear antibody (ANA) is one example of such an autoantibody (antibody to one’s own tissues) that binds to components in our human cells.

From around 1988 to 2012, the prevalence of ANA increased by 44 percent; this corresponds to an estimated 41 million individuals in the United States in 2012. Most troubling was that the values for adolescents and teenagers increased nearly 300 percent over the study period.

While not all of these persons will go on to develop autoimmune disease, and a positive ANA is not diagnostic of a specific disease, ANAs are commonly seen in patients with several autoimmune conditions. Autoantibodies like ANA may predate clinical disease by years. The striking increase in these autoimmune antibodies is highly concerning. To this we add the COVID-19 pandemic, which may further exacerbate the situation, as the virus has the potential to contribute to autoimmunity (as I will explain in chapter 1).

A LONG JOURNEY

A survey by the American Autoimmune Related Diseases Association (AARDA) found that it takes the average person about three years and seeing four different doctors before getting a correct diagnosis of autoimmune disease. During that time, patients are often told that it’s all in their head or that they are complaining excessively or overly concerned about their health.6

Subsequently, once patients actually receive the diagnosis, they will typically be referred to a specialist who will be highly trained and skilled in recommending and managing medications, but perhaps less skilled in addressing root causes such as diet, the microbiome, and toxins. Often, my patients tell me that their specialist told them that food has no impact on their condition, and they have been frustrated that connections they have observed between nutrition and their own symptoms have been dismissed. If any of this sounds familiar, or if you have been seeking to understand the root causes of your autoimmune condition, you have come to the right place.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR EARLY INTERVENTION

Autoimmune disease develops slowly over a number of years before finally manifesting. Sometimes, this development spans decades. Consider the autoimmune liver disease, primary biliary cirrhosis. In this case, the diagnostic autoantibody known as anti-mitochondrial antibody can be detected up to 25 years before the clinical manifestation of the disease. In rheumatoid arthritis, for example, rheumatoid factor autoantibodies sometimes appear 12–14 years before the development of symptoms.7

The lengthy process of disease development means that there is a substantial window of time during which early detection and holistic treatment can have critically important benefits. One of the key steps in the development of autoimmunity, linked to many autoimmune conditions, is the development of increased intestinal permeability, also known as “leaky gut syndrome”—which may or may not have symptoms, but can be detected by lab tests.8 Thus, autoimmunity exists in a continuum—what I call “the autoimmune spectrum”—ranging from asymptomatic individuals with positive antibodies to patients with full-blown autoimmune disease and severe symptoms. The earlier we can identify someone on the autoimmune spectrum, the greater the impact we can have.


THE AUTOIMMUNE SPECTRUM

The autoimmune spectrum is based on our understanding that autoimmunity develops gradually over a long period of time, punctuated by key milestones like the occurrence of leaky gut syndrome, increased subclinical inflammation, and the development of autoimmune antibodies. In addition, studies suggest that changes in the microbiome, the trillions of bacteria in our digestive tract, play a key role in the dysregulation of the immune system.

In the earliest stages, antibodies can be detected but there may not be any clinical symptoms. In later stages, there may be indications that something is not quite right such as fatigue, muscle aches, difficulty concentrating, joint pains, mental health issues, digestive symptoms labeled as “irritable bowel syndrome” (a description of symptoms rather than a specific disease), or other nonspecific signs. We now know that through the gut-brain axis even anxiety or depression can be triggered by inflammation in the body and sometimes be linked to imbalances in the gut.9 The final stage is when tissue damage occurs, and the autoimmune disease is diagnosed.

I have had a number of patients with positive autoantibodies who did not yet meet the criteria for any particular autoimmune disease—they were still early on the autoimmune spectrum, and often had nonspecific symptoms like malaise, poor sleep, brain fog, mysterious rashes, numbness and tingling, or other unexplained symptoms. They were told by doctors that they would eventually develop lupus, rheumatoid arthritis, or multiple sclerosis (and had to wait until then to begin treatment). Through applying this protocol, nearly all of them have been able to prevent the disease from occurring, and progress toward optimal health.



DRIVING THE IMMUNE SYSTEM

Think of your immune system as a car. In autoimmunity, the gas pedal is pressed to the floor, driving the immune system out of control. Conventional medicines like steroids or immunosuppressants are the equivalent of slamming on the brakes. While these will slow the car down, if we ease up on the brakes (e.g., by reducing medication dose) the car will speed up again since the accelerator is engaged. The root causes of autoimmune disease are pushing the gas pedal down. If we can address them and release the gas pedal, then the car is much more likely to slow down and return to a normal speed. Once the gas pedal is released, both holistic and conventional therapies that seek to put the brakes on the immune system can work better.

Although autoimmune disease can be difficult to treat, people can be empowered to know that they can take action and follow specific steps that might improve the course of their disease. Also, they can understand that their disease is not a complete mystery, that we have some ideas about key mechanisms in the development of autoimmune disease.

Root Causes

The development of autoimmunity is a multistep process, with factors like food sensitivities, infections, leaky gut syndrome, toxins, hormone imbalances, and stress driving the progression—tilting the scales until the body’s immune system attacks itself. Dysbiosis, in which there’s a lack of good bacteria and too many bad ones in the microbiome, is also implicated in many autoimmune diseases.

The earlier these root causes are identified, the easier it is to work on and potentially reverse them. Therefore, if autoimmunity is recognized in its initial stages, people could have the opportunity to implement diet and lifestyle changes and natural healing protocols to potentially prevent them from progressing further, to the development of a full-blown autoimmune disease. Through specialized lab testing, such as an autoimmune reactivity blood test, it’s now possible to identify people at these early stages of autoimmunity. Such a test, offered by certain laboratories, can measure a variety of predictive autoantibodies to various tissues and organs, indicating a latent predisposition to develop an autoimmune condition.

Often, patients who are on the autoimmune spectrum but do not meet the criteria for a disease treatable with medication fall through the cracks in conventional medicine. Patients who have positive antibodies but whose symptoms are mild or nonexistent are often told that there is nothing they can do to prevent the progression of their disease. Unfortunately, they are often told by their physicians that they will probably get an autoimmune disease in a few years, and to return when their symptoms get worse so they can be prescribed medication.

Myths and Misinformation

My patients report having encountered a lot of conflicting advice when they began learning and researching about autoimmune diseases. On the one hand, conventional sources focus on medications and new drugs that are being developed to treat autoimmune patients by suppressing the immune system in some way. That contrasts with some alternative practitioners who promise a complete cure to autoimmune conditions with simple dietary changes, assuring patients that they can stop all of their medications.

First, there is an important distinction between remission vs. cure. Second, altering nutrition can be a good starting point, but is rarely able to totally shift the course of the disease, let alone lead to a full remission. Finally, when it comes to weaning patients off medications, I am very cautious and conservative, and work closely with the patient’s other physicians and specialists.

My approach is more of a middle ground, utilizing conventional medications when appropriate but focusing attention on the science-based root causes that have been identified as triggers for autoimmunity. There is a growing interest in how natural therapies and integrative medicine can fit into treatment for autoimmune conditions, but there are many myths and misconceptions about these approaches as well. As a result, most patients that I talk to are confused about these topics and have many legitimate questions.

Cure vs. Remission

In cases where a patient is early on the autoimmune spectrum and does not yet have a full-blown disease, there may be a possibility of a cure. While autoimmune disease is usually not curable, it can be put into remission and allow you to have a normal quality of life without disabling symptoms. I think of remission as a time when a person’s autoimmune disease becomes quiet and no longer causes symptoms. Often, a remission can even feel like a cure because a person can feel as well as they felt before they developed the condition.

My clinical experience suggests that remission can last indefinitely. But we live in a society that is hard on our immune systems due to issues with food supply, toxins, and stress, all of which make it challenging for patients with autoimmune conditions to maintain their health. Thus, patients with autoimmunity who achieve remission need to be vigilant and pay attention to their diet, lifestyle, and stress in order to stay in balance.

KEY QUESTIONS

“But I don’t have a history of autoimmune disease in my family . . . Why me?”

This is one of the most common questions. My answer is that family history matters a lot less now when it comes to autoimmune conditions. In today’s world, a perfect storm of factors has come together to cause an explosion in autoimmune disorders—even in those without a family history. The dramatic increase in environmental toxins and pollutants is taxing our immune systems such that autoimmunity can arise even if one does not carry the genes predisposing to autoimmune disease.

“Can you tell me why this disease happened to me?”

Most patients with autoimmune disorders have been told it’s not fully understood why they got their disease—but I want to tell them that that is not what the science says. In fact, studies show that a number of key factors have been shown to contribute to autoimmune diseases, including toxins, infections, gut imbalances, food sensitivities, and stress. Research into the microbiome and increased intestinal permeability has revolutionized our understanding of the early stages of autoimmune disease—studies show that these gut changes can develop even before the autoimmune disease first manifests.

“Is it true that diet doesn’t matter and only medications can impact my disease?”

Typically, patients with autoimmune conditions are told that the only thing they can do is take medications—that diet, lifestyle, stress management, and natural treatments are ineffective. However, a growing body of research supports the benefits of nonpharmacologic interventions like stress reduction techniques, improved diet, gut healing, and certain natural treatments in patients with autoimmune disease. There are areas they can look into that are less well-known but implicated to have significant effects on the immune system, such as the health of the oral microbiome, unfamiliar toxins like mold-related mycotoxins, or the impact of a type of trauma known as adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). There are unique interventions that are very promising, such as a compounded medicine called low-dose naltrexone or certain types of acupuncture.10

REDUCTIONISM VS. HOLISM

Patients with autoimmune diseases are typically treated by assorted specialists, who approach the treatment of autoimmune disease at the organ and tissue level. An endocrinologist will treat Hashimoto’s as a thyroid disease. A rheumatologist will treat rheumatoid arthritis as a joint disease. A neurologist will treat multiple sclerosis as a nervous system disorder, and so on. And yet, it goes unsaid that the same underlying mechanisms of autoimmune disease apply to all these patients, despite their disparate clinical pictures and different end organs that are affected. This fragmentation reflects the siloed approach of conventional medicine to treat diseases based on the particular organ affected—but this is not the best way to approach autoimmune disease.

Instead, a holistic, integrative medicine approach, incorporating both conventional and complementary therapies, can lead to better outcomes and improved quality of life for a person with autoimmune disease. Such an approach seeks to target the root cause of autoimmune disease, the immune system dysfunction, which is present in all autoimmune disorders regardless of which organ is ultimately affected. There is value in targeting these common mechanisms in all people who are on the autoimmune spectrum.

THE TIGER PROTOCOL

It is for these reasons that I developed the TIGER Protocol for autoimmune diseases. My protocol covers the key root causes that should be addressed to prevent or reverse autoimmune conditions:


T—toxins

I—infections

G—gut health

E—eat right

R—rest



The order of the acronym is important as it presents the best order in which to address these factors. I’ll explain why this sequence is optimal. The first step is to address toxins, as it is essential to improve liver functioning prior to the potential pathogen “die-off” that might occur in step two, where we focus on killing the pathogens that cause infection. Killing pathogens can sometimes lead to “die off,” wherein the toxins released by the dying pathogens need to be cleared by the liver. If the liver is already overloaded from toxins, this process can create some unpleasant symptoms.

Many infections cause a degree of “leaky gut” syndrome or increased intestinal permeability, so trying to heal the gut in step three without first removing the infections in step 2 will not be effective. In step 3, healing and optimizing gut function helps to improve digestion and absorption of nutrients. This ensures that the beneficial foods added during step 4 can have their maximal impact. Adding in therapeutic foods without first optimizing gut function is not ideal because their healing nutrients may not otherwise be absorbed properly.

In step 5, rest incorporates stress reduction and clearing emotional stress from the body. The other factors such as toxins, infections, and gut imbalances are actually a form of stress on the body, which directly impacts the glands and organs and contributes to overall stress load. Once these are taken care of, then clearing emotional stress will have an even more significant impact in improving the way one feels. For reasons such as these, following the optimal sequence is critical, and I provide detailed practical guidance on how to do so.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The TIGER Protocol is divided into three sections, beginning with a basic explanation of the immune system and how it goes awry in autoimmune conditions. part 1 covers key mechanisms like molecular mimicry and the bystander effect, and I explain the different aspects of the TIGER Protocol in detail. I review the scientific and clinical data that connects each of these five root causes to autoimmunity. We discuss the main factors that are responsible for the skyrocketing increase in autoimmune disorders, such as increasing toxin exposure and chronic infections.

I then review the top five most important bacteria in the gut microbiome. Known as keystone species, these little-known bacteria (such as F. prausnitzii and Akkermansia) play an absolutely crucial but unrecognized role in modulating inflammation, autoimmunity, and the overall health of the gut and the entire body. Studies show that decreased levels in these keystone species are one of the key factors in autoimmune conditions. I introduce the Phase 1 Diet, which is an elimination diet meant to jump-start detoxification, reduce inflammation, and promote weight loss to help get things on the right track.

In part 2, you’ll learn how to implement the protocol and put all the recommendations into practice. We discuss detoxification, identifying and treating infections, gut-healing protocols, and how to rest properly. I present the Phase 2 Diet in detail, which is a long-term eating plan that reintroduces key foods and serves as the sustainable foundation for long-term well-being and vitality. This includes the top healing foods for the microbiome, which are evidence-based foods with unique prebiotic effects.

In part 3, I talk about treatments that can help “reboot” the immune system to reduce autoimmunity. Once the root causes have been addressed by implementing the TIGER Protocol, then treatments that are intended to modulate the immune system tend to work much better. These include herbs, botanicals, vitamins, compounded medications, and natural therapies that are intended to quell autoimmunity, like fasting or acupuncture.

In part 3, we’ll also put everything together to help you to create a customized healing plan, which includes key vitamins and supplements. I discuss a daily routine that will help build health by addressing all the key components of well-being and resilience. This section also provides guidance for troubleshooting, if, after working through the book, you continue to feel unwell. It concludes with a detailed diet and lifestyle program putting together all the concepts from the book. I review next steps in terms of considering other modalities or selecting an integrative medicine practitioner to work with. Appendixes include TIGER Protocol recipes and a complete two-week menu plan.

One of my colleagues defines health as “the ability to live your dreams.” This sentiment is consistent with my worldview that a sense of purpose is crucial in life, as is having aspirations that infuse life with a sense of meaning and direction. Having a body that is well enough to enable one to pursue their goals and ambitions is vital. The holistic approach contained in The TIGER Protocol will help you to achieve health—to reduce the occurrence of flare-ups, attain remission with a minimum of medications, and feel your best so that you can live life to the fullest.




PART ONE

UNDERSTAND THE
TIGER PROTOCOL




CHAPTER 1

Overview—Immune Systems Gone Haywire


A nurse at her local hospital, forty-four-year-old Brenda was diagnosed with Hashimoto’s disease, an autoimmune thyroid condition, after experiencing otherwise unexplainable fatigue, weight gain, and hair loss. She had two young children and her symptoms were making it hard for her to manage her family’s busy schedule and demanding job. Her thyroid hormone levels were suboptimal but still technically normal, indicating that the attack on her thyroid gland was not yet critical.

She saw her doctor, who told her that because her thyroid hormone levels were not out of the normal range, she did not qualify for a prescription and there was nothing he could do—eventually her immune system would destroy her thyroid and she should return at that time to be prescribed thyroid replacement hormone. An independent thinker, Brenda was used to finding her own solutions to problems and believed that there had to be another approach.



Does this sound familiar to you? Perhaps for years you have been struggling with similar symptoms, but none of the diagnoses you have received feel appropriate, and the medications you have been prescribed do not help, or else they cause unwanted side effects.

We will come back to Brenda’s case later in the chapter, to illustrate that there is often a lot you can do even when you have been told that “there is nothing you can do.” But first, let me tell you more about how common challenges with autoimmunity are, and teach you about the basics of the immune system.

As discussed, autoimmune disease rates are skyrocketing, making it the fastest growing category of disease. The incidence of type I diabetes has increased fivefold since 1950 in certain countries.1 Rates of celiac disease, an autoimmune disease exacerbated by exposure to wheat, have also risen about fivefold in the past 50 years.2 The growth of autoimmune diseases in children is especially worrisome, with some conditions growing tenfold in the past few decades.3 Almost all varieties of autoimmune conditions, numbering more than 100, are increasing.4

But why are autoimmune disease rates rising so steeply? To answer this question, we have to understand the perfect storm of risk factors that have come together to create this raging epidemic. But first, you need to know a bit about the basics of your immune system.

MEET YOUR IMMUNE SYSTEM

We live in a sea of microbes. They are within our body, outnumbering our human cells, and all around us, and your immune system is a sophisticated network of defense systems that protect you from these microbes. When your immune system is underactive, you become at risk for serious infections. When it is overactive, your risk of autoimmune diseases develops.

Your immune system is distributed throughout your entire body, including your thymus (a gland located in the upper chest), lymph nodes, spleen, bone marrow, liver, blood, and cells that sweep through and scrutinize every organ.5 At a basic level, it can be divided into the innate and adaptive components. The function of the immune system is incredibly complex; what follows is a simplified explanation so we can explore a few key concepts.

Innate vs. Adaptive

While there is often much interaction between them, the innate and adaptive branches can be thought of as the two main components of the immune system. The innate immune system is the first responder—it consists of white blood cells and all the proteins and messengers that trigger an immediate reaction when your body decides that it needs to defend itself against an invader. This response is instant and powerful, but nonspecific, and sometimes damages surrounding normal tissues in its haste.

The adaptive branch, a hallmark of more evolved animals, is slower but more targeted and precise; although its reaction may take days to weeks, it ensures a more accurate response, and preserves memory so that the immune system can respond more quickly the next time it encounters a specific pathogen.6 Memory from these immune cells can last for years or decades.

The adaptive response includes B cells and T cells, including a subtype of T cells called T regulatory cells. Considered the master regulators of the immune system, these cells are crucial for “keeping the peace” within the immune system and play a major role in the development of autoimmune disease, as we will see later.

Molecular Mimicry

The first mechanism through which autoimmune disease occurs involves a case of mistaken identity called molecular mimicry, in which a foreign protein—found on a bacteria, virus, or food—resembles a protein found within the human body. Our immune system generally produces antibodies, which, to review, are proteins that bind specifically to foreign proteins and mark them for attack and breakdown by immune cells.

Antibodies are used by the immune system to distinguish foreign invaders from the body’s own cells and should never bind to your own cells or tissues. However, the same antibodies produced against a foreign protein could mistakenly bind to a protein on one of your cells if there is a strong similarity between them—thus triggering the immune system to attack and destroy human tissues, while mistakenly thinking that it is attacking invaders. To use a military analogy, it is a case of “friendly fire.”

For example, a common virus known as Coxsackie B virus is implicated in type I diabetes. This is a condition in which the body attacks and destroys cells of the pancreas known as beta cells, which produce insulin necessary for regulating blood sugar. The virus contains a protein that strongly resembles an enzyme found in the pancreatic beta cells; when the immune system produces antibodies against the viral protein they may instead bind to the beta cells of the pancreas, triggering an immune system attack that is considered part of the process by which type I diabetes develops.7

Another example is Guillain-Barré syndrome, a disease affecting the nerves which causes weakness of the muscles and even paralysis in severe cases. Most of the time, a preceding infection is identified that triggers this condition. The most common offender is a bacteria called Campylobacter, which is the most common cause of bacterial diarrhea in the United States.8 Proteins in the outer cell wall of Campylobacter have a striking similarity to those found in human nerves, and the cross-reactivity of these antibodies is known to be one of the major causes of Guillain-Barré syndrome.9

Many such examples exist. However, it is important to know that the susceptibility of the individual makes a big difference. Not every person who gets Coxsackie B virus or Campylobacter will develop the associated autoimmune conditions. This illustrates the several-step process needed to develop an autoimmune disease, and why it is necessary to intervene with a multi-pronged approach to reduce autoimmunity, as we will be discussing in this book.

Bystander Effect

The second model of autoimmune development involves a case of “collateral damage” known as bystander effect.10 In this scenario, the immune system works hard to eradicate and destroy a foreign invader that has entered the body. However, in its overzealous efforts to destroy the pathogen, it may damage and destroy some of the surrounding human tissue as well.

If your immune system identifies a group of virus-infected cells, it recruits a strong inflammatory response and brings large white blood cells known as macrophages to the affected area. These cells release toxic compounds that kill the virus-infected cells but also damage the uninfected neighboring cells in the area.

The bystander effect is also thought to be one of the mechanisms by which toxins such as heavy metals trigger inflammation and autoimmunity, as we will discuss in chapter 2.11

T Regulatory Cells

This type of immune cell plays a key role in the development of autoimmune disease; instability in these cells has been linked to increased risk of autoimmunity.12 Conversely, interventions and factors that lead to improving the number and function of these cells are beneficial in autoimmune disease. They are the key regulators of the immune system, and they help to ensure normal activity and prevent autoimmunity.

This is one of the themes that we will be returning to frequently as we discuss strategies and treatments that favorably impact T regulatory cells. Emerging therapies that seek to reprogram T regulatory cells to treat autoimmune conditions are currently in clinical trials, as I will explain in chapter 12.


GENETICS VS. EPIGENETICS

Genetics is still relevant as family history does play a role in predisposing a person to autoimmune disease. But environmental factors are more important than genes—studies of identical twins have found that in most cases, a twin with an autoimmune disease has an unaffected twin, indicating that non-genetic factors are critical.13

Suffice it to say, your genes do not determine your destiny. The science of epigenetics describes how non-genetic factors such as your diet, lifestyle, behavior, and environment can change the expression of your genes.14

The choices that you make in your day-to-day life may dictate the expression of those genes—whether they are turned on or off—more so than whatever genes you inherited from your parents. Your genes do not establish whether or not you get an autoimmune disease. All the additional factors we’ll discuss, such as toxins, infections, gut microbiome, diet, and stress, are epigenetic factors that can either increase or decrease your risk of autoimmunity—and, if you have an autoimmune disease, your likelihood of remission or exacerbation.15

Scientists have coined the term “exposome” to capture all of these epigenetic factors, which encompass external influences such as stress, pollutants, and diet, as well as internal non-genetic factors such as the gut microbiome, chronic inflammation, and oxidative stress. The role of the exposome in the development of autoimmune disease is increasingly being studied.16



THE GUT IMMUNE SYSTEM

As you learn more about autoimmune disease, you will learn how fundamental the gut is to autoimmunity and, in fact, all chronic diseases. That’s why a focus on the gut is foundational to my approach. In terms of the immune system, the majority of it is actually located in what is called the gut-associated lymphatic tissue (GALT). It is estimated that upward of 70 percent of your body’s total immune system is present in GALT.17 This is because our gut, apart from our skin, is our primary source of exposure to the outside world and foreign material and microbes, and thus the highest level of surveillance is necessary there.

The Microbiome

Older estimates put the number of bacteria in humans at 100 trillion versus an estimated 10 trillion human cells, hence the inaccurate but often repeated slogan that we are only 10 percent human and 90 percent bacterial. Newer, more precise estimates are that human beings have around 38 trillion bacteria and about 30 trillion human cells—still, you are more bacteria than human.18 Anaerobic bacteria (which do not require oxygen for growth) may comprise more than 90 percent of the bacterial species, as we will discuss in detail in chapter 4.

We know that the microbiome (also known as “microbiota”—I will use these terms interchangeably) is complex and may contain hundreds (or even thousands) of different species in the average individual.19

A recent global study of people from 32 countries identified nearly 5,000 genetically distinct species that can be present in a human microbiome, with many of these species yet to be named; data from European and North American populations is plentiful, but South American, Asian, and African data is underrepresented and growing slowly (Data from these regions usually leads to the discovery of new species when included).20 Our understanding of the microbiome is still in its infancy, although it is rapidly developing. There is much that is undiscovered and still unknown.

We know that gut bacteria play a critical role in many processes, including digestion, synthesis of vitamins and nutrients, metabolism, maintaining the health of intestinal cells, enhancing immune function, and protecting against pathogenic organisms. In addition, gut flora imbalance is implicated in various chronic illnesses including obesity, insulin resistance, and cardiovascular disease.

Some of the most exciting microbiota research involves autoimmune diseases. One of the key metrics to determine the health of the microbiome is diversity—tracking the number of different types of species in the ecosystem. Several distinct imbalances have been identified in the microbiome in various autoimmune disorders, but one of the most common findings is loss of diversity.21

In fact, studies show that the hallmark of the modern microbiome in almost all people today compared to the microbiome of our ancestors is a loss of diversity. Scientists have studied well-preserved stool samples from >1000 years ago and discovered dozens of bacterial species that are not found in modern microbiomes.22

This loss of diversity and important bacteria from our microbiota is thought to be one of the key factors behind the dramatic rise in almost all chronic diseases in modern times.23 A lack of diversity in the microbiome has been associated not only with autoimmunity but also systemic inflammation, obesity, diabetes, insulin resistance, elevated cholesterol, allergies, and asthma—so it has wide-raging health implications for most modern chronic illnesses.24 This will be one of the central themes of this book, as I teach you how to improve the health and diversity of your microbiome, and heal your gut in order to address autoimmunity.

Loss of Diversity

Several factors have been shown to contribute to this reduction in diversity. These include reduced breastfeeding rates, the rise of C-sections, low-fiber diets, increased consumption of processed foods, widespread use of antibiotics, emotional stress, and environmental toxins. Over the years, increased use of antibiotics in livestock, overprescribing of antibiotics by physicians, sterilization of our drinking water, reduced exposure to farm animals and microbe-rich environments, increased use of antibacterial soap and cleansers, and improved sanitation of the environment have all led to dramatic decreases in the microbial diversity that we are exposed to while growing up.

This phrase “while growing up” is key because it appears that the exposure to key bacteria in the microbiome during the first few years of life is critical to the normal maturation and development of the immune system. Our gut bacteria play a key role in educating our immune systems during childhood. There is a key window of opportunity during the first year of life, especially during which breastfeeding and exposure to the right microbes can induce lifelong positive changes that reduce the risk of immune-mediated disorders.25 A lack of this proper training of our immune cells by the microbiota can have long-term negative consequences for our health.

While antibiotics were one of the most important advances in medicine of the twentieth century, it is clear now that antibiotics are being overused and overprescribed throughout the world. One of the inadvertent consequences of this is rising antibiotic resistance (where bacteria become resistant to multiple antibiotics), which is a major threat to public health.26 As a result of all of these factors, there is strong evidence that the human microbiome has declined significantly in biodiversity and quality over the past century.

Prebiotics vs. Probiotics vs. Postbiotics

We will be discussing these terms extensively, so let’s define them. A prebiotic can be defined as a non-digestible substance that selectively stimulates the growth or activity of gut bacteria in order to benefit the host.27 A key quality is that it is selective and often specifically feeds beneficial bacteria rather than harmful bacteria. Typically, it is a fiber component of a plant food. Probiotics refer to the actual live bacteria themselves, whereas prebiotics are the food for these bacteria, which they ferment for energy. Probiotics are found in fermented foods, which we will be discussing in depth in chapter 10.

Postbiotics (a relatively newer term) are substances released or produced by the metabolic activity of the bacteria, which benefits the host, either directly or indirectly.28 Bacteria produce a large number of beneficial postbiotic metabolites, such as short-chain fatty acids, which we will be discussing in depth in chapter 4.

OUR ANCESTRAL MICROBIOME

As I did in my first book, The Paleovedic Diet, I’ll take an evolutionary perspective, because it helps us understand why things are the way they are today. Analysis of archaeological remains from a North American desert revealed that hunter-gatherer populations from around 10,000 years ago had a total daily fiber intake of up to 225 grams, including around 135 g of prebiotic inulin per day from the starchy roots of desert plants that were specially cooked in rock-lined earth ovens.29

Studies of modern hunter-gatherer diets reveal that they typically contain between 100 to 150 g of fiber per day.30 Compare this with the average American daily intake of 10 to 15 g of fiber per day and the discrepancy is enormous.

Thus, for millennia, our ancestors evolved eating a diet that was much higher in fiber and prebiotics, and that is what our microbiota evolved to expect. This was likely the key factor in the robustness and diversity of the ancestral microbiome. As the intake of fiber has plummeted over the past 200 years, the food that our bacteria relied on has disappeared. The consequences are serious.

First, many bacteria have not survived and have been lost, which is why analysis of preserved stool samples from thousands of years ago has identified numerous species not found in modern microbiota. Second, many of the bacteria have adapted to feed on another readily available energy source—the mucus layer that lines our intestine, composed of proteins made by your intestinal cells called mucins.31 This is the protective barrier between your gut bacteria and your intestinal cells.

It may be slightly disturbing, but if you do not feed your gut bacteria what they need, they will literally start eating you (or, at least, a part of you).32

Good Fences Make Good Neighbors

The mucus layer is the first line of defense in your gastrointestinal (GI) tract against increased intestinal permeability or leaky gut syndrome. As the bacteria begin to consume this mucus layer due to lack of prebiotic foods and fiber, the once robust barrier becomes thin and sparse. The bacteria are now in closer proximity to our intestinal cells, and more likely to cross over into our bloodstream when the opportunity arises.

In fact, one of the hallmarks of the modern Western microbiota is a shift in microbiome bacterial populations from those that consume fiber to those that break down mucus, leading to a thinning of the protective mucin layer—the loss of “good fences.”33 Reversing this pattern is critical to building up and restoring the healthy gut barrier, as well as resolving increased intestinal permeability (leaky gut syndrome), which is what the gut-healing protocol in this book is designed to do.

Of course, you cannot suddenly start eating 200 g of fiber every day. Many people with autoimmune conditions also have gut issues that preclude their ability to tolerate prebiotics. We will talk about the most high-yield prebiotic foods that you can start incorporating to rebuild your microbiome, including which foods are best tolerated by those with gut issues or food intolerances, as part of a detailed discussion on diet in chapter 10.

THE HYGIENE HYPOTHESIS

One of the interesting observations with autoimmune disease is that people who live in urban areas tend to have a higher risk of developing autoimmune conditions than those who live in more rural areas.34 This has led to a theory known as the hygiene hypothesis, which suggests that as sanitation, toilets, clean drinking water, and other “hygiene” measures became more prevalent, abnormalities of the immune system triggered the rise of autoimmune diseases.

While this was a promising initial hypothesis, it is an oversimplification. One of the original proponents of the hygiene hypothesis, Graham Rook, has reformulated it as the “Old Friends” hypothesis.

Old Friends

The idea is that these “old friends” are a group of organisms—such as parasites, key bacteria in our microbiome, and others such as mycobacteria—that have co-evolved with human beings over millennia; before widespread sanitation and pervasive antibiotic use, these microbes were present in our food, water, and within our bodies throughout our entire lives.35 Because we were continuously exposed to them, we evolved to co-exist with them.

Did our immune systems evolve expecting these “old friends” to slow them down and dampen them? That is the essence of the “old friends” hypothesis. If our immune systems were hypersensitive and continuously reacting to these organisms that were always present within us and around us, our bodies would have been in a constant state of inflammation, which would have been harmful and maladaptive.

Moreover, it is a survival strategy of “old friends” to depress and put a brake on the immune system to ensure their own survival. By necessity, they had to suppress our immune systems so that they could live in our bodies for long periods without being killed. If they were unable to quiet the immune system, the human host would have eradicated them and prevented them from establishing a long-term home in the body.

Leaning into the Wind

Rook explains this process, saying, “evolution turns the inevitable into a necessity”—which means that if something cannot be avoided, it will be incorporated into daily function and physiology and eventually become something that the body expects to find in the environment and not have to provide intrinsically.36 The body will start to rely on it to some extent.

One could use the metaphor of a person leaning into the wind. In this case the wind is the vast number of “old friends” that human immune systems have been exposed to over the previous tens of thousands of years. Since the microbial “wind” has been blowing for most of human evolution, human immune systems have evolved in response to lean slightly forward, effectively being just a bit overactive.

The person who is leaning slightly forward but held in balance by the power of the wind is like the immune system that tends to be hyperactive but is restrained by the parasites and other microbes; when the wind is taken away, the person falls down—i.e., the immune system gets out of balance and is no longer held in check, becoming overactive and thus contributing to autoimmune diseases.37

INTERNAL IMMUNE SUPPRESSORS

Our resident “ancient organisms,” such as parasites, certain bacteria, and even the widely known H. pylori, a bacterium that can infect the stomach and cause ulcers, have evolved over eons to suppress our immune system’s inflammatory response so that they can ensure their own survival. Specifically, when H. pylori is present in the stomach, it attracts to the local tissues a large number of T-regulatory cells, which modify and quell inflammation; T-regulatory cells, as we discussed earlier, are important for keeping a brake on the immune system and reducing overzealous inflammation, and may protect the immune system from reacting to other substances as commonly occurs in asthma, allergies, and autoimmune conditions.38

Because H. pylori is also associated with stomach ulcers and gastric cancer, it defies easy characterization as good or bad, and has multiple effects that can be potentially harmful or possibly useful, depending on the situation. This is the case with many microbes.

Parasites and Microbiome Diversity

Research on some of these “old friends” has demonstrated an increase in microbiome diversity in people who harbor certain nonpathogenic parasites. For example, Blastocystis is one of the most common parasites worldwide. In many cases, it simply colonizes the GI tract and does not cause symptoms. In some cases, it may be problematic, necessitating treatment—but most of the time it is not the cause of digestive distress.

In fact, studies show that the presence of Blastocystis in the gut is associated with increased richness and diversity of the microbiome.39 Another example is Dientamoeba fragilis, an extremely common parasite and “old friend.” A study in Europe found that children colonized with Dientamoeba had higher levels of microbiota diversity than those children who tested negative for it.40 Just as with Blastocystis, it does not appear to be a common cause of GI symptoms and is associated with increased diversity in the microbiome. The presence of these two may in fact be a sign of a healthy ecosystem in certain individuals.

Now, this doesn’t mean it’s a good idea for you to seek out these parasites if they are not already within you—consider, other parasites like Giardia or Cryptosporidium can definitely cause GI symptoms and are a major issue worldwide. For those common, harmless parasites, it appears that exposure to them during childhood is the most important in terms of training the immune system.

Some practitioners automatically try to eradicate Blastocystis if it is discovered on a stool test, using herbal supplements or, in some cases, prescription antibiotics. I often see patients who have not seen their GI symptoms improve after treatment for Blastocystis in the past, whereas the diversity and health of their microbiome has suffered because of the herbal or prescription antibiotics.

Dramatic Deterioration of Infant Microbiota

Much of the education and training of our immune system appears to occur during the first few years of life, meaning the health of the infant microbiota is key. Unfortunately, studies show that the traditional healthy infant microbiome, which should optimally be dominated by the beneficial species known as Bifidobacteria (which you will learn about in chapter 4), is also weakening and declining—it is increasingly being replaced by an unstable infant microbiome with suboptimal biomarkers and overgrowth of potentially bad bacteria.41 It is unclear if increased use of antibiotics, a rise in cesarean sections, declines in breastfeeding, and/or other factors are responsible for this.

A longitudinal study in 2016 followed gut microbiome development from birth until age three in a cohort of infants in Finland and Russia. There is a high incidence of early autoimmune disease in Finland, and comparatively low incidence in neighboring Russia, despite geographic proximity. The study found huge differences in the microbiota of these two groups of infants.

In Russia, the infant microbiota was robust and dominated by Bifidobacteria, as it should be, and developed a greater degree of diversity by the age of three; in contrast, the Finnish infants had microbiota dominated by the potentially pathogenic bacteria Bacteroides, which produces a higher degree of an inflammatory compound called LPS (more about this in chapter 3).42 The major difference between the microbiota of the infants in these two countries is thought to be a key factor behind the dramatic divergence in the occurrence of autoimmune disease in Russia and Finland.

Specifically, the abnormally high levels of Bacteroides bacteria in young children in Finland could explain why the country has the highest rates in the world of type I diabetes, an autoimmune disease that often strikes young kids. The microbiota of children worldwide who are at the earliest stage of preclinical type I diabetes (before they develop full-blown autoimmune disease) is known to be dominated by Bacteroides—and displays reduced diversity and deficiency of key beneficial bacteria, as is commonly seen with other autoimmune disorders.43

Over the past 100 years, another key metric of microbiome health has been worsening in infants, and that is stool pH, which we will be discussing in detail in chapter 9. Briefly, the lower the stool pH, the more acidic (and healthier) the environment, and the less likely that bad bugs can proliferate.

Unfortunately, stool pH in the infant gut microbiome worldwide has been steadily increasing from 1926 through current times, from an average of 5.0 up to 6.5, likely as a result of decline in beneficial keystone species such as Bifidobacteria.44 There has been a corresponding rise in dysbiosis seen in the infant microbiome during this time; it is unclear what the long-term ramifications of this change in infant biology over the past century are (but it’s probably not good). Dysbiosis in infant microbiota has been linked to long-term health implications such as higher risk of developing autoimmune disorders, chronic inflammation, asthma, and other immune-mediated diseases.45

So, we can see how the changes in the human gut microbiome now evident and unmistakable even in infancy are going to have a serious long-term impact. At a population level, the microbiota of our infants is not looking good, and this mirrors the disruption and imbalance that is seen in today’s typical adult microbiota.

With all this in mind, one of the most critical interventions we can focus on is to work on rebuilding and restoring the health of the microbiome in both adults and children. Doing so means curtailing the rapid rise in autoimmunity—and all chronic diseases that are the hallmark of modern times.


THE EFFECTS OF COVID-19

Speaking of modern challenges, it is important to understand how the COVID-19 pandemic can potentially impact this more insidious but equally deadly autoimmune epidemic. COVID-19 has the ability to trigger molecular mimicry, and the pandemic could eventually lead to further increases in autoimmune disorders.

COVID-19, like other viruses, can trigger autoimmune reactions by stimulating production of autoantibodies, which were identified in 50 percent of patients hospitalized with the virus in one study.46 A number of cases of autoimmune disorders developing after COVID-19 infection have been reported including Guillain-Barré syndrome (which can cause temporary paralysis), multisystem inflammatory conditions, autoimmune anemia, and blood-clotting disorders.47 Molecular mimicry, a key mechanism in autoimmunity as we discussed earlier, appears to be occurring with COVID as it does with other viruses.48

Cases of “long COVID,” as it’s come to be known, with chronic disparate symptoms that persist long after the infection is cleared, are thought to have an autoimmune mechanism as one of the causes of lingering disability.49 Moreover, antibodies against COVID-19 proteins made by the body appear to have significant cross-reactivity against multiple tissues in different parts of the body, raising a question about whether this pandemic will contribute down the line to increases in autoimmune disorders.50 Time will tell—but in my opinion, the potential autoimmune-promoting effects of COVID make it even more urgent that we begin to understand and implement the solutions outlined in this book to start tackling the root causes of autoimmunity.



BRENDA BOUNCES BACK

Let’s revisit Brenda, who was told her Hashimoto’s couldn’t be treated until her hormone levels were no longer within the normal range.


Being a proactive person, Brenda was not satisfied with her doctor’s advice, who suggested that all she could do for her Hashimoto’s was wait for her thyroid to fail and then she’d be prescribed a medication. Moreover, severe fatigue was making it hard for her to continue working. She sought out our integrative medicine clinic and we began working together with an elimination diet, stress reduction, and nutritional supplements including vitamin D and fish oil.

I diagnosed her long-standing irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) as a combination of bacterial dysbiosis and leaky gut syndrome (using a functional medicine stool test) and put her on the TIGER Protocol. Healing her gut using probiotics and prebiotics led to a complete remission of her IBS. We then used ashwagandha and other herbs to strengthen her thyroid and adrenal function, with the goal of optimizing her hormones. After four months, her fatigue and hair loss had resolved, and her weight was normalizing. After 12 months, her antithyroid antibodies returned to the normal range, confirming a full remission of her Hashimoto’s, which she continues to maintain.
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