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	In our modern world, growing numbers of people are prioritizing their health in pursuit of peak wellness, particularly following recent widespread public health concerns. One phrase that has gained considerable traction in these conversations is "gut health," and closely tied to it is the term "probiotics." Given how frequently these two concepts appear together, it is reasonable to conclude that they are connected. Even so, many questions remain. What exactly are probiotics, and what role do they play in the body?

	According to the National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health, "probiotics are live microorganisms that are intended to have health benefits when consumed or applied to the body." They represent beneficial and essential bacteria that contribute to your overall well-being. The word bacteria tends to carry a negative association in everyday conversation. Most people instinctively think of something that causes sickness or harms health. Probiotics, however, work to reinforce the bacteria that naturally exists within the body — a complex ecosystem known as the microbiome. The various dimensions of the microbiome will be explored shortly. Probiotics encourage the growth of beneficial bacteria while working to suppress the growth of harmful bacteria. Throughout this book, you will be equipped with recipes designed to help you support your health from the inside out.

	The Microbiome

	The human microbiome serves as one of the key indicators of a person's overall health. The Integrative Human Microbiome Project describes it this way: "every human being appears to carry their own, largely individual, suite of microbial strains, which are acquired early in life, differ between environments and populations, and can persist for years or undergo relatively rapid transitions" (iHMP, 2019). Simply put, this refers to the collective community of bacterial microorganisms living within the body. These organisms adapt and shift in response to the conditions they are exposed to, including hydration levels, dietary habits, physical activity, stress, and contact with chemicals. Different regions of the body may host their own concentrated communities of bacteria that flourish in that particular organ or area. For instance, separate yet interconnected microbial communities may be found in the stomach, the reproductive organs, and the skin. Depending on where they are located in the body, these microbes assist with functions specific to that region, acting as support systems that ease the burden on the body and allow it to operate as naturally and efficiently as possible. When these microbes are in good condition, they help limit harmful bacteria by "basically taking up all the space so that the pathogens that might want to try to invade humans don't have the opportunity" (Segre, 2022). Achieving and sustaining optimal health requires maintaining a careful equilibrium among these microorganisms. When the microbiome falls out of balance, the effects will manifest in different areas of the body. A wide range of health conditions that are prevalent today are frequently influenced by microbiome imbalances. When that imbalance goes unaddressed, symptoms may linger or intensify, making them increasingly difficult to resolve.

	Benefits of Probiotics

	Probiotics work to preserve the balance of the microbiome by introducing additional beneficial bacteria into the body, which prevents harmful bacteria from gaining dominance. Consider probiotics as reinforcements brought in to strengthen the good bacteria — together they form a more powerful defense against the viruses or harmful microorganisms that threaten a person's ability to function. This lowers the risk of falling ill and, when illness does occur, reduces how severe it becomes.

	Many different probiotic strains collaborate to support the body's various systems. Certain strains are recognized for their distinct properties and are frequently associated with benefits to specific areas of the body. That said, probiotics also carry a range of general benefits that apply broadly. As previously noted, they preserve the balance of naturally occurring beneficial bacteria, and from that foundation, the following additional benefits emerge.

	Probiotics Can Positively Affect Mental Health

	Research has demonstrated measurable positive outcomes for individuals who incorporate probiotics into their routines while managing mental health challenges. "A review of 15 human studies found supplementing with Bifidobacterium and Lactobacillus strains for 1–2 months can improve anxiety, depression, autism, obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and memory" (Brown, 2016). Participants reported improvements in mood and a more positive outlook on life after consistently taking probiotics over the course of several months. Mental health has a profound influence on our capacity to handle everyday responsibilities, our motivation to take care of ourselves, and our resilience in navigating life's inevitable challenges. When mental health deteriorates, overall physical health tends to follow. Probiotics can help prevent mental health symptoms from becoming unmanageable by mounting a defense against the harmful bacteria that frequently plays a contributing role.

	Probiotics Help to Eliminate Allergies

	Imbalances within the body's systems can produce sensitivities or adverse reactions to particular foods or ingredients. These reactions are what we recognize as allergies. While many people believe allergies are entirely genetic and therefore unavoidable, that view is not entirely accurate. Genetics do indeed contribute to allergic tendencies. However, allergies can also be the body's way of signaling that something is out of balance internally. Food sensitivities, in particular, may be a response to a deeper disruption in the body's healthy bacterial flora. It should be acknowledged that this remains an area of active investigation, meaning there is not yet a large body of conclusive evidence on the subject. Even so, the research currently available offers compelling indications that probiotics may provide meaningful benefits in this regard.

	Probiotics Support a Healthy Immune System

	Probiotics enhance the body's capacity to defend itself against illness. An illness is essentially a foreign substance that disrupts the body's normal functioning and generates inflammation. Evidence has emerged suggesting that "some probiotics have been shown to promote the production of natural antibodies in the body" (Brown, 2016). Probiotics bolster the good bacteria that are already engaged in combating illness or infection within the body.

	Beneficial bacteria often become depleted during periods of sickness because they are working at maximum capacity to eliminate the intrusion. As this good bacteria weakens, its ability to mount an adequate defense diminishes, leaving the body more vulnerable to further attack. Bacterial populations can be reduced both by viral illnesses and by environmental stressors such as chronic stress and prolonged exposure to high concentrations of chemicals in everyday products. As a result, the body may become prone to more frequent illness, and those illnesses may last longer when there is insufficient bacterial balance to support recovery.

	Probiotics Can Improve the Function of Bodily Organs

	Probiotics have demonstrated an ability to keep the heart functioning at its best. The beneficial bacteria found in probiotics are capable of processing bile in the gut more efficiently than the body can manage on its own. This supports heart health because the more effectively bile is processed, the less of it enters the heart and converts into cholesterol. This prevents the buildup of excess blockages that, if left unaddressed, could contribute to serious cardiac events.

	The most widely recognized connection between gut health and probiotics stems from the positive impact probiotics have on the digestive system. The demands of daily life gradually erode the natural bacterial balance in the gut, and research continues to reveal that gut health has far-reaching consequences for other areas of the body. By bringing harmful bacteria under control, probiotics can "reduce digestive symptoms such as gas, bloating, pain, diarrhea, and constipation" (Patino, 2020). Probiotics can also help restore the microbiome following antibiotic treatment, since antibiotics eliminate all gut bacteria — both harmful and beneficial — while fighting infection. Although effective at clearing infections, antibiotics leave the gut largely depleted of bacteria, which can make the individual more susceptible to future illness if that bacterial population is not replenished. Some individuals also struggle with digesting certain foods, particularly those containing lactose. Probiotics can aid in breaking down these molecules so the body can process them more easily, which is especially beneficial for those who are lactose intolerant.

	Probiotics Can Help With Weight Control

	Probiotics can play a meaningful role in weight management. Excess weight is linked to a wide array of health concerns, including diabetes, high blood pressure, joint deterioration, reduced sex drive, arterial blockages, and slower recovery following surgical procedures. Managing your weight is one of the most effective ways to safeguard your long-term health. Probiotics serve as both a preventative measure and a supportive tool for sustaining a healthy weight over time. They contribute to weight management in a few key ways. Certain strains may enhance calorie burning and extend the sensation of fullness after eating. Studies have also revealed reductions in abdominal fat among individuals who consumed a probiotic consistently on a daily basis.

	Probiotics Can Reduce Chances of Testing Positive For GBS While Pregnant

	GBS, or Group Beta Strep, is a bacterial strain that a small percentage of women carry in the vaginal or anal region. Testing positive
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