
 
 

 

Probiotics versus Prebiotics: 
What are they and how do they 
help with gut health? 
By: Sharon Kauffman 

As news about gut health becomes more popular, more people are looking to include probiotics 
and prebiotics into their normal diets. Probiotics and prebiotics are great tools that enhance 
overall health. Knowing the uses and effects of these foods is key to unlocking their benefits. 
 
Probiotics are live bacteria found in foods which help the digestive system. Talking about bacteria, 
a.k.a. microbes, in food often reminds us of food poisoning. But, only foods with microbes that 
work in harmony with our bodies count as probiotics. Moldy left-overs from three weeks ago do 
not count as probiotics since the bacteria growing is harmful. Eating probiotics containing the 
kinds of microbes already living in our guts can strengthen our systems. These native bacteria 
types are found in foods like yogurt, kombucha, kefir, sauerkraut, tempeh, kimchi, and miso among 
others.  
 
Prebiotics are foods containing dietary fibers which feed the healthy gut microbes. Beans, garlic, 
peas, onions, asparagus, bananas, barley, oats, and seaweed are foods high in these prebiotic 
fibers. But, most high fiber foods, like fruits and vegetables, also have prebiotic effects. 
 
Eating probiotics will help replace and strengthen the populations of healthy bacteria while eating 
prebiotics will give great nutrition to the already present bacteria giving them the strength to 
grow on their own. Many different types of microbes make up our gut’s flora, or typical bacterial 
landscape. All the different kinds of microbes do diverse jobs. Therefore, eating a variety of 
probiotics might get the best results!   
 
There are numerous supplement probiotics and prebiotics available since many individuals are 
interested in increasing their intake. However, there is not a lot of research to support the 
effectiveness of one bacteria strain over others.  Nor is there substantial research showing the 
dose of a supplement needed to receive health benefits.  As such, looking for food rich in pre and 
probiotics rather than relying on supplements is the best way to achieve optimal gut health.  
 
One common reason we may not have a strong flora is long term antibiotic use. Antibiotics kill 
harmful bacteria in our body but often end up wiping out a lot of our good flora as well. As long as 
it is approved by your health care provider, consuming probiotic foods can help to maintain your 
population of healthy bacteria. 
 
Making sure bacteria in the gut are thriving is a great way to assist the immune system. Simply 
having enough good bacteria deters harmful bacteria from being able to make room to hang 



 
 

around and cause issues. Also, the food we eat daily often has very small amounts of bacteria not 
familiar to our bodies. Our gut bacteria is able to relay this “outside” bacteria to the immune 
system. Then, the immune system is able to remember these “outside” microbes and protect us 
from them if they are harmful. 
 
The bacteria we live in harmony with produces nutrients which can be absorbed into our blood. 
Some microbes in the flora produce vitamin K. Our bodies use vitamin K to clot blood when we 
bleed. Butyrate is produced by some bacteria and is thought to have anti-inflammatory affects in 
the colon. 
 
Overall, adding probiotics and prebiotics to our lifestyles strengthens our gut health which 
positively affects our total health. Remember to keep food fun; if you dislike yogurt, don’t force 
yourself to eat it just because it is probiotic. Choose a different healthy habit to focus on like 
drinking more water or exercising more consistently. Health and nutrition are about making 
balanced lifestyle changes that are sustainable over time. Enjoying these changes is key in being 
able to sustain them and in living a better, more healthful life!  
 


