
here’s the secret 
to staying 
slim, boosting 
immunity 

Good bacteria 
are living 
inside all of us, 
keeping us in 
top form.

From eating 
yogurt to avoiding 
unneeded 
antibiotics, find out 
how to get these 
mighty microbes on 
your side.

and  
(maybe) even
feeling happier

by alice park
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After all, some cause infections and nasty 
illnesses that make you miserable. But did you 
know that practically every surface of your 
body—and much of your insides—is blanketed 
with microbes? While the idea of hosting 
trillions of microscopic residents might send 
you running for the nearest shower, consider 
this: These bugs play a role in how much you 
weigh, the health of your skin and whether 
you develop conditions like heart disease, 
asthma and even depression.

“There are so many more of them than 
there are of us that it’s just as well they  
aren’t out to get us,” says Rob Knight, PhD, 
professor in the BioFrontiers Institute at 
the University of Colorado, Boulder. In fact, 
bacterial cells in the human body outnumber 
human cells by 10 to 1. 

While research continues on all the ways 
we can improve the human microbiome, as 
it’s called, here’s what you can do right now to 
keep yours in fighting shape.

bugs in your gut!
What they do
On the most basic level, bacteria residing in 
your digestive tract produce enzymes that 
help you break down food into the nutrients 
that your cells need for energy. Even more 
intriguing, the microbes living in your  
gut can also influence whether you’re  
fat, skinny or somewhere in between— 
and not just because there are 3 pounds’ 
worth of them in there.

 In recent studies, researchers transferred 
gut microbes from obese and normal-weight 
people into mice (via an unpleasant but 
surprisingly effective transmission of fecal 
material). Post-transfer, the mice that had 
received bacteria from obese people became 
significantly fatter than those that had 
gotten bacteria from the leaner people. This 
suggests that certain bacteria can contribute 
to obesity, while others may prime you to win 
the battle over the bulge. 

Bacteria in your digestive tract are 
significant to your immune system as well. 
That goes back to birth, when you got a 
batch of good bugs from Mom on your way 
out of the birth canal. This initial dose of 
bacteria finds its way to a baby’s gut through 
the mouth and other orifices. Because these 
microbes already know how to recognize 
harmful bacteria, like the ones that cause 
flu and other illnesses, they give the baby’s 
immune system a head start in producing 
antibodies and other immune cells that 
eventually protect against infection. 

“The process of educating the immune 
system continues through the first three 
to five years of life,” says Lita Proctor, PhD, 
program manager at the Human Microbiome 
Project at the National Institutes of Health. 
“In my mind it’s the most important, 
fundamental role that the microbiome plays.”

What if babies bypass the vaginal route 
and are born by cesarean section? Research 
suggests that these infants are at higher risk 
of allergies, asthma and even obesity, and 
scientists are now debating whether their 
different microbiome may be at least partly 
responsible. Without that birthday boost, 
these babies’ immune systems may mistakenly 
identify innocuous things as pathogens, 
resulting in allergic reactions. Giving cesarean 
babies a swab of their mothers’ vaginal 
microbiome to try to circumvent this problem 
could one day become common.

 
What you can do
It’s not yet known whether you can 
permanently change your microbiota 
through what you eat, but you can 
encourage the growth of friendly bacteria 
in your gut by enriching your daily diet 
with prebiotics—a type of carbohydrate, 
found in such foods as bananas, artichokes, 
whole grains and onions, that your digestive 
microbiota feed upon in order to survive. 

Eating probiotics—good bacteria that live 
in your gut and show up in such foods as 
sauerkraut, kimchi and kombucha tea— 
may help, too. (Yogurt is a synbiotic, meaning 
it contains both pre- and probiotics in one 
handy package.) Animal studies suggest that 
some probiotic foods can increase production 
of intestinal hormones responsible for 
making you feel more sated and may also 
slightly speed up your metabolism. This  
may explain why a long-term Harvard 
University study, published in 2011, found 

You probably  
think of bacteria 
as critters  
non grata.

that’s how  
many people  
get diarrhea  

as a result 
of taking 

antibiotics, 
thanks to  
gut flora 

getting thrown 
out of whack. 

try an over-
the-counter 

probiotic  
to avoid 

this effect.

1 
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(continued on page 125)

that regular yogurt eaters gradually lost 
weight during middle age rather than  
gaining it, the way most people do. 

While proper use of antibiotics can fight 
disease-causing infections like strep, it’s also 
clear that excessive use of them, especially 
in infants, can clean up the gut to the point 
where good microbes are sacrificed, possibly 
upping the risk of allergies. So it’s wise to 
avoid antibiotics unless they are absolutely 
necessary and, when they are, to take a 
probiotic supplement. Try a  
daily over-the-counter one, such as Florastor, 
while you’re on antibiotics. “I like  
to think that the microbiome should be 
treated like a pet,” Proctor says. “Feed it well 
and it will take care of you.”

bugs in your mouth!
What they do
Saliva is a remarkable source of all kinds 
of good things, including immunity-
stimulating bacteria that a mother can pass 
along to her baby to boost a still-developing 
defense system. A May 2013 study found 
that babies whose parents licked their 
pacifiers clean were less likely to develop 
asthma and eczema, two immune-related 
conditions, than children whose parents 
didn’t engage in the practice.  

There are approximately 700 species of 
bacteria found in human mouths, according 
to the Human Microbiome Project, and no 
mouth is the same as the next from a bacterial 
perspective. In addition to all that beneficial 
bacteria, your mouth is home to nasty species 
capable of causing gingivitis in your gums, as 
well as cavities, ulcers and, yes, bad breath. 
Worse, infections can easily travel from the 
mouth to other parts of the body, creating 
inflammatory reactions that put you at risk of 
a wide range of physical problems. 

What you can do
Flossing and brushing help remove 
bacteria from your mouth. The beneficial 
communities quickly repopulate from 
established colonies in the mucus 
membranes lining the insides of your 
cheeks; these helpful critters fend off cavity- 
and plaque-forming invaders. 

“I take care of patients with heart-valve 
problems, and I think that good oral health 
is a way to avoid valve infections,” says 
cardiologist Ann Bolger, MD, professor of 

medicine at the University of California, 
San Francisco. “I’m constantly nagging my 
patients to brush and floss.” Having a clean 
mouth may not guarantee that you’ll avoid a 
heart attack or stroke, she says, but it may go a 
long way toward keeping your ticker strong—
and avoiding other conditions as well. 

Good oral health can also keep to a 
minimum the bugs that release noxious 
sulfur-based gases responsible for foul 
breath. But steer clear of superpowered 
mouthwashes: Rinsing too often with 
alcohol-based solutions may mess with your 
mouth’s ecosystem, since they tend to wipe 
out all bacteria and to dry oral tissues. That 
in turn can provide fertile ground for the 
sulfur-spewing strains to take up residence. 
A clean mouth isn’t one that’s free of nasty 
squatters, but rather one in which the disease- 
and halitosis-causing critters are losing their 
ongoing battle for real estate with your own 
do-gooder bacterial residents. 

bugs in your vagina!
What they do
Thank your lucky stars for vaginal 
microbiota: Without the hordes of 
lactobacillus and other good species 
clustered down there, you could find 
yourself battling bacterial vaginosis and 
other flare-ups more frequently. That’s 
because the bacteria in your vagina keep the 
environment’s pH in the acidic zone, making 
it an unwelcome place for fungi and not-so-
friendly bacteria, like streptococcus and 
mycoplasma, that can cause infection.

What you can do
Don’t douche! Using internal feminine-
hygiene products or antibacterial soaps can 
wipe out odor-causing bacteria, sure, but it 
can also destroy the good ones—including 
the populations that help you fight off 
whatever is causing the odor. 

Your particular balance of microscopic 
critters is not just different from those of 
other women but can also change from day to 
day, as various bacterial populations fluctuate 
in response to numerous factors, including 
monthly periods and sex. 

What if you’ve got an itch, a strong odor 
or other unusual symptoms? “While you 
may be tempted to self-treat with one 
of the many oral and vaginal probiotic 
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Is It  
a prebIotIc  

or  
a probIotIc?

Quiz
1 pre 2 pro 3 pre  
4 pro 5 pro 6 pre

1 honey

prebiotic probiotic

2 sourdough  
bread

prebiotic probiotic

3 banana

prebiotic probiotic

4 sour or  
brined pickle

prebiotic probiotic

5 Gouda

prebiotic probiotic

6 Jerusalem 
artichoke

prebiotic probiotic
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supplements on the market, the 
research just isn’t there yet,” says 
Larry Forney, PhD, director of 
the Institute for Bioinformatics 
and Evolutionary Studies at the 
University of Idaho and co-author 
of a recent study on the vaginal 
microbiome. Nor is there evidence 
that probiotics will help restore 
your vaginal flora after you’ve 
been on antibiotics. If you suspect 
you have an infection, you should 
see your doctor for treatment. 
But if you’re not experiencing 
symptoms, the best thing you 
can do is not interfere and let the 
communities down south battle it 
out for themselves.

bugs on your skin!
What they do
If the microbiome still seems like 
some phantom world, maybe this 
will make it more real: Without 
the bugs on your skin, you’d be 
a walking target for all sorts of 
infections, not to mention no 
match for the bad microbes in 
the harsh environment we call 
air. These bacteria are thought 
to produce moisturizers that 
maintain your skin’s suppleness 
and squirt out antimicrobial 
agents to keep nasty bugs and even 
acne-causing microbes at bay. 

 
What you can do
“Washing up with regular soap 
and water is the best way to keep 
your skin microbes happy and 
repopulating,” says Mariana 

Rosenthal, PhD, who studied 
the changing communities of 
bacteria that live on the hands as a 
postdoctoral research fellow at the 
University of Michigan.

 While soap and running water 
generally rid your skin of the 
unwanted illness-causing travelers 
that hop rides from doorknobs, 
handshakes and shopping-cart 
handles, the more friendly native 
populations of bacteria tend to 
bounce back shortly after you wash 
your hands, emerging from the pores 
and folds of your skin. 

Beware of overcleansing: Using 
antibacterial agents can actually 
make it harder for the good guys 
to come back. Unless you work in 
a medical environment, stick with 
soap, body wash and other cleansers 
that aren’t antibacterial. When 
you don’t have access to a sink, use 
alcohol-based hand sanitizers, which 
kill some, but not all, bacteria. 

bugs in the future!
There’s a long way to go before 
science harnesses all that the 
microbiome has to offer. But one 
day, your regular physical may 
include getting a microbial readout 
that lays out the unique recipe of 
bacterial strains in your body. This 
could make it possible to adjust 
your health with custom-made 
probiotics, kind of like taking a 
vitamin to make up for a missing 
nutrient—except cooler. And who 
knows what other big advances will 
come from this tiny world? 

tHe GUt-braIN coNNectIoN
 the bacteria in your intestines are closely linked to your mental 

state, if recent animal research is any indication. in a 2011 study, when 
gut microbes were transferred from bold mice to timid ones, the 
timid mice became more daring. similarly, communities of bacteria 
transferred from passive mice to confident mice made the confident 
ones more shy. in another study, scientists found that when mice 
were stressed-out, their intestinal microbiome changed. the result? 
disease-causing bacteria in the gut were allowed to take over, which 
made the animals more vulnerable to infections, possibly explaining 
one way that stress contributes to poor health. 
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