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Publisher’s Note

While every care has been taken in compiling the recipes for this book, Watkins Media Limited, or any other persons who have been involved in working on this publication, cannot accept responsibility for any errors or omissions, inadvertent or not, that may be found in the recipes or text, nor for any problems that may arise as a result of preparing one of these recipes. If you are pregnant or breastfeeding or have any special dietary requirements or medical conditions, it is advisable to consult a medical professional before following any of the recipes contained in this book.

Notes on the Recipes

Some recipes require a high-speed blender or mini food processor for grinding nuts finely.

Unless otherwise stated:


	Use filtered water, if possible, when making fermented foods

	Use organic ingredients and animal products, such as gelatine, from grass-fed animals where possible

	Use medium fruit and vegetables and eggs

	Use fresh ingredients, including herbs and spices

	Do not mix metric and imperial measurements

	1 tsp = 5ml 1 tbsp = 15ml 1 cup = 250ml



The nutrition information and symbols refer to the recipes only, not including ingredient alternatives, optional ingredients or serving suggestions. Check on the packaging that all ingredients or supplements are vegan, and if required, gluten- and soy-free. Protein powders are considered to be vegan and soy-free (pea, rice or hemp).
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Introduction


If you are struggling with abdominal pain, discomfort, bloating or erratic bowel movements, rest assured you are not alone. Functional bowel disorders (having symptoms without any detectable physical abnormality) such as irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) are very common. In fact, IBS affects about 10 per cent of the global population, and 70 per cent of those suffering are women. For some people, their digestive symptoms are mild, but for many they have a profound effect on their quality of life. They can impact mental and emotional health, sleep, eating patterns and overall feelings of vitality. The aim of this book is to provide information to help you address any potential contributing factors, seek professional support and find practical solutions – through diet and lifestyle – to improve your overall digestive health.

How this book can help you

Functional disorders such as IBS are complex, and there are often no quick fixes. Studies suggest there can be a number of underlying factors and with the right personalized approach it is possible to improve symptoms and overall wellbeing.

Five Weeks to Gut Health will help you understand why your symptoms occur and what you can do to improve them. There is no universal solution, but I have outlined a series of steps for you to follow, based on the 5R approach developed by the Institute of Functional Medicine. The programme encompasses five stages – Reduce/Remove, Replace, Repopulate, Repair and Rebalance (see pages 18–26) – and it aims to help you identify and address any potential imbalances and ultimately improve your overall gut health. It is important to remember that some steps may be more relevant than others, depending on your symptoms, current diet and lifestyle. It is also important to seek professional help (doctor, dietitian, nutritionist) to support you and ensure any appropriate tests or investigations are undertaken.





Understanding Irritable Bowel Syndrome


IBS is the most common digestive disorder. In the UK, for example, it is believed to affect about one in five people. As it is a functional bowel disorder, IBS can be difficult to diagnose and there is no straightforward test that can tell you if you have it. If you think you may have IBS, it is a good idea to see a doctor, instead of trying to figure it out on your own. That way, you can make sure there isn’t something else causing your symptoms.

Do I have IBS?

At present IBS is diagnosed based on symptoms defined by the Rome IV Criteria. This system was created by the Rome Foundation, a group of experts in gut health. To be diagnosed with IBS, other conditions must have been ruled out and symptoms must have started at least six months previously. The Rome IV Criteria states you will have recurrent abdominal pain, on average at least one day per week in the past three months, and two or more of the following:


	Pain related to defecation (emptying bowels)

	Pain associated with a change in frequency of stool

	Pain associated with a change in appearance of stool



Interestingly, while bloating is a major complaint for many people with IBS, it is not one of the official criteria.

These are the different types of IBS:

Diarrhoea predominant IBS-D: loose stools more than 25 per cent of the time

Constipation predominant IBS-C: hard stools more than 25 per cent of the time

Mixed or alternating type IBS-M: mixed bowel habits – both hard and soft stools more than 25 per cent of the time

Unspecified IBS-U: bowel habit does not accurately fit any of the above patterns

Act on these red flags

If any of the following additional symptoms or circumstances apply to you, please seek medical advice urgently:


	Very dark stools or blood in the stool

	Unintentional weight loss

	Anaemia

	Family history of ovarian or colon cancer

	Noticeable sudden change in your symptoms

	Symptoms begin after the age of 50



What happens in the gut doesn’t stay in the gut!

Many people with IBS deal with more than just tummy troubles. They often feel tired, get backaches, headaches and nausea, or have urinary issues such as needing to go to the toilet all the time or not feeling like they have completely emptied their bladder. In addition, IBS symptoms can overlap with those of other conditions. It is not unusual for people with IBS to also have disorders like fibromyalgia, chronic fatigue, acid reflux and gastritis (inflammation of the stomach lining). Mental health issues such as depression and anxiety are common in people with IBS, too. This is why fixing your gut can have lasting benefits for your overall health and wellbeing.


Figuring out the causes

Understanding what is causing your digestive issues can really help you manage them better. Things that can mess with your gut health include an imbalanced gut microbiome (the diverse community of microorganisms, such as bacteria, viruses, fungi and other microbes, that inhabit the digestive tract, particularly the large intestine), dietary habits, stress and gut infections. Looking at each area separately can help you find out what is triggering your symptoms, and then work out what to do. Here are some factors to consider.

Trauma during early childhood, such as family conflicts, illness, bereavement or any kind of abuse, can increase the chances of developing IBS later in life.

Stress plays a big role in digestive problems. It affects the gut–brain connection, causing symptoms such as stomach pain and changes in bowel movements. Stress can make existing symptoms worse and/or may contribute to their onset in the first place.

Ever had a nasty case of traveller’s diarrhoea or food poisoning? Unfortunately, these infections can sometimes trigger IBS. They are usually short-lived, but it is a good idea to get a stool test to check for parasitic infections such as Giardia, which has been linked to IBS symptoms. Also, you may be at a higher risk of developing IBS immediately after a bout of food poisoning. This is because such infections can cause low-grade inflammation and increased intestinal permeability (leaky gut; see page 7), which can lead to IBS.1

Visceral hypersensitivity is when the nerves in your gut are extra sensitive to stimuli, making you feel pain more easily. It is now clear that people with IBS often have this condition. The heightened sensitivity can affect how urgent your bowel movements feel and can cause abdominal pain. It may even be linked to pain outside of the digestive tract, such as in your joints and back. There seems to be a connection between visceral hypersensitivity and inflammation in IBS, so tackling inflammation may help reduce your abdominal pain and digestive issues. It may be helpful to identify and address factors such as food sensitivity, gut imbalance, diet, stress and so on that could be fuelling an inflammatory response.

Mast cells (part of the immune system) may also play a role in the pain response, releasing histamine (see page 15) and other substances that can make nearby nerve fibres more sensitive. This may explain why some people find that high histamine levels worsen their digestive symptoms.

How healthy is your gut microbiome?

Research shows that people with IBS often have less diverse gut microbes2 compared to those without digestive issues. This lack of diversity is associated with imbalances in the gut microbiome known as “dysbiosis”, which can impact your whole digestive system. In addition, there are usually more pro-inflammatory bacteria and fewer beneficial ones in the gut microbiomes of people with IBS.

When your gut bacteria are out of balance, it can affect your bowel function. In a healthy gut, certain bacteria break down carbohydrates to produce short-chain fatty acids (SCFAs), which are essential for keeping your colon healthy. Dysbiosis can impact the production of these SCFAs,3 compromising your gut lining’s integrity and function. It can also trigger an overactive immune response, leading to inflammation that can disrupt normal gut movement (how quickly food moves through your digestive system) and function. In addition dysbiosis affects the gut– brain axis (see page 8), influencing bowel motility and sensitivity.

There are other imbalances in our gut bacteria such as SIBO (small intestinal bacterial overgrowth), which occurs when there is too much bacteria in the small intestine. SIBO is fairly common in people with IBS,4 affecting approximately 30 to 50 per cent. It can cause fermentation and malabsorption (difficulty digesting or absorbing nutrients from food), leading to bloating, distention, abdominal pain and changes in bowel habits. For example, methane-producing bacteria can slow down your intestines and cause constipation.5 Other bacteria can speed things up and cause diarrhoea. Bacterial overgrowth can also lead to fat malabsorption, resulting in fatty stools and deficiencies in fat-soluble vitamins (A, D, E and K). These vitamins are crucial for maintaining gut health and overall wellbeing.6

In short, having a diverse range of gut bacteria is crucial for a healthy gut.

What causes the imbalance in our gut bacteria?

Our dietary and lifestyle choices play a pivotal role in dysbiosis.7 We know, for example, that Western-style diets – rich in saturated fats and sugars, and low in fibre – have been associated with imbalance in our gut bacteria.

Stomach acid is a key defence against microbial infections, and reduced levels of stomach acid (which can occur if you take certain medications, such as proton pump inhibitors to treat acid reflux or stomach ulcers) have been linked to SIBO. Antibiotics can inadvertently deplete our beneficial bacteria, paving the way for less desirable microbes to flourish.

Digestive issues such as ongoing constipation or poor gut motility can lead to food fermenting in our gut, which, in turn, disturbs its microbial balance. Previous gut infections and conditions such as coeliac disease further heighten our susceptibility to dysbiosis.

Addressing bacteria overgrowth and dysbiosis is part of Step 1 Reduce/Remove in the 5R approach (see pages 18–21).

Ever heard of leaky gut?

Often called increased intestinal permeability, leaky gut occurs when the lining of your intestines becomes more permeable than it should be. Normally, this lining acts as a selective barrier, allowing nutrients to pass through while keeping out harmful substances such as bacteria and toxins. It is made up of tightly packed cells held together by junctions that can open and close. Various factors such as diet, stress and the balance of gut bacteria can disrupt these junctions, causing them to become too open. This increased intestinal permeability is associated with conditions such as inflammatory bowel disease (IBD),8 coeliac disease,9 autoimmune disorders10 and IBS.11

When the gut becomes leaky, it allows substances like food allergens and bacteria to cross into the bloodstream, triggering inflammation. This inflammation not only affects gut function, but can also influence the gut– brain axis, contributing to symptoms such as chronic pain and sensitivity.12 Research shows that addressing leaky gut – part of the Repair phase in the 5R programme (see pages 23–24) – plays a crucial role in managing associated conditions and restoring digestive wellness.

What is the gut–brain axis?

The gut–brain axis is like a superhighway of communication between your gut and your brain. Your gastrointestinal tract is lined with its own nervous system, known as the enteric nervous system, and it communicates with the central nervous system through the vagus nerve and spinal cord. This means your emotions, pain and stress can influence how your gut works. They can change how sensitive you are to pain and affect gut movement. Additionally, they play a big role in controlling digestive juices, such as stomach acid and enzymes, which are essential for breaking down food.

The gut–brain axis also involves your immune system. When the immune system in your gut gets activated or there is low-grade inflammation, it can impact both your gut function and brain function.

Importantly, gut–brain communication works both ways. Gut bacteria produce all sorts of metabolites (substances formed or used during metabolism), including SCFAs and neuro-transmitters such as serotonin and dopamine, which regulate mood/wellbeing and motivation, respectively. These chemicals can influence pain sensors and pathways, affecting brain function. When the gut microbiome is out of balance, it can mess up the signalling pathways, leading to more inflammation, changes in gut movement and increased gut permeability – all of which can worsen digestive symptoms.

Understanding the gut–brain axis underscores the importance of maintaining balance in your life. This is where Step 5 Rebalance of the 5R approach (see pages 24–26) comes into play. Tackling lifestyle factors such as stress, sleep, mental health and exercise can go a long way to improving your digestive health.





A Closer Look at Your Gut


Your gut microbiota refers to the vast community of microorganisms – bacteria, fungi and viruses – that reside in your digestive tract, primarily in the colon. Each person’s microbiota is unique, but having a diverse mix of microorganisms is linked to better overall health. When there is a lack of diversity and/or an imbalance in the gut, this is associated with health issues such as IBD and IBS. Sometimes, bacteria can overgrow in places they shouldn’t, like the small intestine, leading to conditions such as SIBO.

Our tiny gut bugs play crucial roles. For example, beneficial bacteria produce SCFAs such as butyrate, which nourishes the cells lining the colon, reduces inflammation and helps lower the risk of colon cancer.13 Propionate is involved in managing glucose levels and metabolic health,14 while acetate serves as fuel for other bacteria and may influence appetite.15

Beyond digestion, your gut microbiota supports your immune system, helps detoxify harmful substances and prevents the overgrowth of harmful bacteria, yeasts and parasites. It also contributes to the production of essential vitamins such as K and B.

What you eat and how you live significantly impact your gut’s microbial community. Including a variety of plant-based foods in your diet – rich in fibre, prebiotics (which feed beneficial bacteria) and polyphenols (which have antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties) – is beneficial. Fermented foods like yogurt, kefir, miso and sauerkraut can also have positive effects on your microbiota. On the flip side, habits such as smoking and consuming alcohol can disrupt the delicate balance in your gut. And some diets, including the low FODMAP diet (which limits fermentable carbohydrates; see pages 11–13), may inadvertently reduce healthy bacteria over time. Other factors that influence your gut bugs include some medications, stress and exercise. Interestingly, exercise not only helps manage stress but also supports a healthy gut environment.

If you have IBS, it is essential to monitor how your gut responds to different foods. The long-term goal is to diversify your diet and include a wide range of foods to promote microbiota diversity and enhance your overall health.

How gut bugs influence your skin

Just as our gut influences our brain, our gut microbiota talks to our skin microbiome.16 Essentially, the health of our skin and gut are interconnected, with microbes and their byproducts travelling between the two systems, influencing inflammation and overall health. This means that an imbalance in our gut can send signals to our skin (and vice versa), and recent research has uncovered how imbalances in the gut microbiota can contribute to skin conditions such as eczema, acne and psoriasis.

If you struggle with skin issues, addressing digestive imbalances and promoting a diverse gut microbiota could potentially improve your skin symptoms.

Reactions to food

When it comes to digestive symptoms, many people notice that certain foods make things worse. Some studies show that around 77 per cent of people with IBS react to certain foods.17 This strong link between food reactions and IBS suggests that what we eat can significantly affect how our gut behaves.

There are several ways in which food can influence digestive symptoms. Problems may be caused by allergies or intolerances, poorly absorbed carbohydrates18 or not enough fibre.19 Pinpointing which foods are causing trouble isn’t always easy. Some reactions are immediate and obvious, such as a severe allergy that may be life-threatening, but others may show up hours later with symptoms such as itching, hives, nausea or diarrhoea. IgE antibody or skin prick tests can identify allergies, but many food issues aren’t that straightforward. (An IgE antibody test measures the amount of immunoglobulin E antibodies in your blood. If you have allergies, your immune system makes more IgE antibodies than normal when exposed to specific allergens.)

Food intolerances are different from allergies. They don’t involve your immune system, but can still cause issues like bloating and gas. They happen when your body struggles to digest certain foods, and studies estimate that about 20 per cent of people are affected.20 If you are intolerant of a certain food, the amount you eat can play a role in how bad your symptoms get, which is why you can sometimes handle a small amount of that food without getting any symptoms.

Navigating food reactions can be tricky, but with the right guidance you can find what works best for your gut health.

Problems with gluten

Coeliac disease is not a food allergy or intolerance but an autoimmune disease. When someone with coeliac disease eats gluten (a protein in wheat, barley and rye), their immune system starts damaging the tiny finger-like villi in the small intestine. These villi are crucial for absorbing nutrients, so as they get damaged the body not only becomes inflamed but also malnourished. About 1 per cent of people have coeliac disease, and its symptoms – tummy pain, constipation, diarrhoea and bloating, for example – overlap with IBS. Fatigue, depression and anxiety are also common in both conditions. Research shows that many people diagnosed with IBS actually have coeliac disease.21 If you suspect gluten may be causing issues for you, it is, therefore, important to consult your doctor before removing it from your diet. (It is always crucial to get professional advice before cutting out whole food groups.) This will enable the appropriate tests to be carried out. If you do have coeliac disease, you will need to stick to a gluten-free diet for life.

But not everyone who finds gluten problematic has coeliac disease or a wheat allergy. They may have non-coeliac gluten sensitivity (NCGS), which is different. Instead of triggering an autoimmune reaction, NCGS causes gut and other symptoms when gluten is eaten. Studies suggest NCGS may be more common than coeliac disease, possibly affecting 6 to 10 per cent of people.22 Currently, NCGS is typically diagnosed by ruling out other conditions and seeing if symptoms improve on a gluten-free diet.

Aside from coeliac disease and NCGS, gluten can aggravate IBS and leaky gut in some people.23 And wheat, barley and rye all contain fructans, a type of FODMAP that can cause digestive symptoms in people who are sensitive to them.


Understanding FODMAPs

FODMAPs are a group of carbohydrates – fermentable oligosaccharides, disaccharides, monosaccharides and polyols – that are not fully digested or absorbed in the small intestine. These carbohydrates can then be fermented by gut bacteria, which may cause issues like gas, bloating and diarrhoea, especially for those with IBS.

Reducing FODMAP foods in the diet has been shown to improve IBS symptoms for some people.24 Developed by Monash University, this approach involves temporarily cutting out high FODMAP foods to reduce symptoms, then gradually reintroducing them while monitoring for any adverse reactions.

While effective in the short term, following a low FODMAP diet over a long period is not recommended for overall digestive health. The diet restricts many beneficial fermentable fibres, and so can disrupt the gut microbiota and lower the levels of healthy bacteria in the gut, particularly Bifidobacterium species. These bacteria are important for producing SCFAs, which help keep the gut happy.

If you decide to try a low FODMAP diet temporarily, it is important to ensure you still consume enough soluble fibre (such as oats, quinoa, chia seeds, flaxseeds, blueberries) to support regular bowel movements. Alternatively, you could focus on reducing specific fermentable carbohydrates that are known to aggravate gut symptoms, such as fructans, lactose (see page 12) and fructose (see page 13). Before you make any changes, it is advisable to seek professional support from a nutritionist or dietitian, for example.

Foods to avoid or select

Examples of high and low FODMAP foods are shown in the table overleaf. For some foods, the quantity eaten in one sitting is important; for example, a small handful of almonds is likely to be fine, but consuming more than 12 almonds in one sitting may result in symptoms. For more details, visit the Monash University website where the diet was developed.25

If you wish to follow a low FODMAP diet, select recipes in this book marked with the symbol F, omitting the optional ingredients where necessary. You can also make substitutions to many of the other recipes. Instead of using xylitol or honey, for example, switch to maple syrup. Omit onion and garlic and use only the green tops of spring onions/scallions or chives.

Are fructans a problem for you?

Fructans are found in foods such as wheat, barley, rye, onions, garlic, leeks, beans and pulses. These carbohydrates are not well digested by everyone, especially those with gut issues like IBS.26

How much you eat can affect how you feel (which is true for all FODMAPs). Instead of cutting out fructans completely long term, you may find you can handle a small amount. This would be helpful, because fructans are a type of fibre and so bring health benefits, too. Beans and pulses, which contain a range of fermentable fibres (fructans, galacto-oligosaccharides [GOS] and fructose), can be particularly problematic for those with IBS symptoms. You may, however, find a small amount of tinned beans or sprouted beans easier to digest. If you are vegan and concerned about eating sufficient protein, it may be gentler on your gut to choose protein-rich plant foods, such as tofu, tempeh, natto or








	FOOD TYPE
	HIGH FODMAP (REDUCE)
	LOW FODMAP (SELECT)



	FRUIT
	Apples, cherries, pears, plums, dried fruits, mango
	Banana, pineapple, papaya, berries, citrus fruits, kiwi fruit, grapes



	VEGETABLES
	Artichoke, asparagus, beetroot/beet, broccoli, fennel, garlic, leek, mushroom, onion, savoy cabbage
	Carrot, celery, chives, courgette/zucchini, green beans, green tops of spring onion/scallion, kale, pepper, pumpkin, spinach, tomato



	GRAINS
	Gluten-containing grains: wheat, barley, rye
	Gluten-free grains: quinoa, rice, millet



	BEANS AND PULSES
	Lentils, beans (such as kidney, borlotti, cannellini), chickpeas, soybeans
	



	DAIRY
	High-lactose milk products, ice cream, commercial yogurt
	Lactose-free products, such as butter, ghee, hard cheese, homemade yogurt and kefir, coconut kefir, almond milk, coconut milk



	SWEETENERS
	Fructose, honey, xylitol, sorbitol, erythritol, agave nectar
	Maple syrup, sucrose, stevia



	NUTS AND SEEDS
	Cashew nuts, pistachio nuts
	Almonds, pumpkin seeds, sunflower seeds, tahini, pecan nuts, walnuts





Can you tolerate lactose?





Does fructose trigger your symptoms?




The problem with polyols



Other food triggers

Understanding alcohol




Managing caffeine



The power of fibre




Histamine and gut symptoms












	HIGH HISTAMINE FOODS
	HISTAMINE RELEASE FOODS



	Fermented foods (sauerkraut, kimchi, miso, kombucha)
	Citrus fruits (oranges, lemons, limes)



	Aged cheeses (cheddar, Gouda, Parmesan)
	Strawberries



	Cured meats (salami, ham, sausages)
	Pineapple



	Alcoholic beverages (wine, beer, champagne)
	Tomato



	Vinegar-containing foods (pickles, vinegar)
	Banana



	Smoked and/or canned fish (smoked salmon, mackerel, herring, tuna)
	Avocado



	Spinach
	Spinach



	Aubergine/eggplant
	Chocolate



	Tomato
	Nuts (walnuts, cashew, peanuts)



	Dried fruits (raisins, apricots)
	Certain spices (paprika, chili powder)



	Aged or fermented soy products (soy sauce, tempeh, miso)
	Wheat germ




Nickel sensitivity and gut symptoms




Boosting gut health with prebiotics




Understanding probiotics for gut health
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