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Relax Your Mind to Avoid Stomach Issues
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Eat Fermented Foods for Healthy Probiotics
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INTRODUCTION

It’s time to harness the amazing power of your gut! The health of your gut is vital to proper digestion, but that’s only the tip of the iceberg. Your gut health is also tied to your immune function, your mental health, and your overall state of health and well-being. If your gut is out of whack, it’s impossible to live your best life. But with so much information out there, it can feel overwhelming to try to sort through it all. Enter Gut Health Hacks.

In this book, you’ll find two hundred hacks that help streamline everything there is to know about improving your gut health. You’ll learn how to test your current gut function, the best dietary and lifestyle changes you can make to support your gut, and how you can improve your gut health by prioritizing your mental health.

The hacks in this book can not only lead to profound positive changes in your gut health, but they’re also simple to incorporate. You can start by doing a handful of things at a time and working your way up to living a lifestyle that fully supports your gut health, or you can dive right in and give your life a complete gut health overhaul—the choice is yours.

Whether you’re hearing about the importance of gut health for the first time or you’re looking for some actionable steps to build on what you know, this book is here to keep your gut in tip-top shape.






Chapter 1 [image: Pill and leaf on a scale, line drawing] DO THE RIGHT TESTS TO ASSESS YOUR GUT HEALTH





If you’ve picked up this book, there’s a good chance you already suspect that you’re dealing with some gut issues. You might have digestive symptoms, like gas, bloating, diarrhea, and/or stomach pain, or some less obvious signs, like fatigue, headaches, rashes, and joint pain. More than likely you have a combination of both. But no matter what your personal gut concerns, the tests in this chapter will help you pinpoint what’s going on and which factors are contributing to your issues.

You’ll learn how to analyze your poop (don’t worry, you don’t have to touch it!), your skin, your digestive symptoms, and your body odor to uncover what’s going on underneath the surface. You’ll also learn how certain vitamins, minerals, and other nutritional compounds play a role in gut health and how to see if your body is getting adequate amounts of each. Some tests you can easily do at home, using common pantry ingredients like baking soda. Others require you to get your healthcare provider involved. You can start with one or do them all—the choice is yours. But once you uncover the things that may be contributing to your gut issues, you’ll be ready to move on to the rest of the hacks in this book to restore your gut health.




#1 WATCH FOR SIGNS


This may not be a true “test,” but taking note of your symptoms and identifying any patterns are vital parts of assessing your gut health. When you think of your gut, some symptoms point to a problem, like:


	Gas

	Bloating

	Constipation

	Diarrhea

	Stomach pain

	Heartburn

	Burping



But there are a lot of not so obvious signs too. If your gut is out of whack, it can affect your whole body in a negative way, leading to systemic symptoms that you might not even connect to your gut unless you’re really paying attention. Some of these symptoms include:


	Cravings, especially for sugar or processed carbohydrates

	Unexplained weight loss or weight gain

	Anxiety

	Low mood

	Insomnia (difficulty falling or staying asleep)

	Skin rashes, acne, eczema, and/or psoriasis

	Poor concentration

	Chronic fatigue

	Any autoimmune disease



Keep in mind that these lists aren’t all-inclusive. If you have any chronic, lingering symptoms that won’t go away, keep track of them and see if you can find any correlations with your stress levels, diet, or overall lifestyle. If you can, fixing your gut may help solve, or at least improve, the problem.






#2 JOURNAL IT!


A helpful way to connect any symptoms with your diet is to keep a food journal. Food journals help you identify which types of foods might be causing any persistent symptoms. It’s really simple. All you have to do is write down:


	What you ate

	When you ate

	Any symptoms that you notice that day

	What your mood is like

	How much energy you have

	How well (or not well) you slept



It is important to write down everything you eat, no matter how small or insignificant you think it is. If you’re sensitive to gluten, even a bite or two can cause symptoms, so you want to make sure you’re accurately keeping track.

It’s also important to write down every symptom or anything that feels “off.” You may not connect certain symptoms with your digestion, but they may be closely related. For example, joint pain, poor memory, and fatigue are all signs of poor gut health, but they’re not as obvious as other signs, like bloating or diarrhea.

Keep in mind that although many people have learned to live with nagging or uncomfortable symptoms, they’re not normal. Even if you’ve been dealing with something for several years and you’ve learned to adapt, write it down. You may be able to connect it to something you’re eating.

Another thing to keep in mind is that symptoms don’t always show up right away. You may react to something you’ve eaten two or three days later, so pay attention to those connections and patterns too.






#3 ELIMINATE SOME FOODS


An elimination diet isn’t a scientific test, but it’s one of the most effective ways to identify food sensitivities. To follow a basic elimination diet, avoid the most common food allergens and gut irritants for a set period of time, usually thirty days. These allergens include:


	Gluten

	Soy

	Dairy

	Eggs

	Sugar and all sweeteners

	Grains (including corn and oats)

	Nightshade vegetables (white potatoes, eggplant, peppers, and tomatoes)

	Alcohol

	Caffeine (does not include herbal teas)



After the initial thirty days, which is called the removal period, move to the reintroduction phase. During this period, slowly bring the eliminated foods back into your diet, one at a time. For example, eat dairy for two to three days and then take note of any symptoms that return or flare up.

If you don’t experience any symptoms, you can generally assume that your gut is tolerating that specific food pretty well and you can move on to reintroducing the next food. However, if you do experience symptoms, go back to your elimination diet for the next few days before reintroducing the next food.

The goal with an elimination diet is to identify which foods are a trigger for you and then to remove them from your diet, at least temporarily.






#4 LOOK BEFORE YOU FLUSH


After you’ve gone number two, you may just want to flush it and forget it, but looking at your poop can give you insights into the current state of your gut. An easy way to determine if your stool (and gut) is healthy is the Bristol Stool Chart. This chart breaks poop into seven types.


	Type 1 looks like separate hard lumps or pebbles. This type of poop indicates low levels of good bacteria or constipation.

	Type 2 looks like hard pebbles connected together, resembling a lumpy sausage. This type of poop signals constipation or can be a sign of irritable bowel syndrome.

	Type 3 looks like one solid poop, but with cracks on the surface. This indicates that you may be dehydrated, and constipation is likely, although it’s still considered fairly normal.

	Type 4 looks like one smooth continuous log. This is an ideal-looking poop.

	Type 5 looks like individual blobs, but there are still edges on each piece. This is the start of diarrhea and shows that you may not be digesting food properly, especially if undigested food particles are present.

	Type 6 looks mushy with some lumps still present. This is a sign of increased transit time (the time it takes food to travel through the digestive tract) and can indicate a gut disorder.

	Type 7 is watery with no solid pieces at all. This can come from gut infections, either chronic or short term (like food poisoning), or eating something that doesn’t agree with you.



While certain poop characteristics are considered normal, everyone is unique. Looking at your poop can help you figure out what’s normal for you and when something seems off.






#5 CHECK FOR FLOATERS


Healthy poop sinks to the bottom of the toilet bowl quickly and quietly, without plopping or splashing. If your poop floats and/or contains pieces of undigested food that are floating around it, these are signs that something may be off with your gut.

Floating stool is most often a sign of malabsorption. Usually it means that you’re not digesting fat properly, which can interfere with the proper absorption of all types of nutrients and leave you at risk of developing vitamin and mineral deficiencies.

But what causes malabsorption? Some common causes of floating stool are:


	Lactose intolerance

	Liver problems

	Intestinal disorders, like Crohn’s disease



Your poop may also float if there’s a lot of gas in your digestive tract. The gas gets trapped in the stool, making it more buoyant. Gas can come from innocuous things like eating a lot of high-fiber foods or eating too much in general, but it can also come from more serious things that need attention, like food intolerances or gut infections (E. coli or salmonella, for example).

Before you flush, take a look and check for floating poop. If you’ve recently started eating more fiber, that may explain the newly buoyant stool. In this case, it should settle as your body adjusts. However, if you’ve made no dietary changes and you’re seeing floaters regularly, you may need to determine if you have any food intolerance or infection.






#6 TAKE A WHIFF


Poop smells bad—there’s just no way around it. A lot of things make your poop smell the way that it does, but it mostly comes down to the bacteria in it. Each of the different types of bacteria in your digestive system produces different gases. All of those gases are pretty unpleasant, but sometimes the smell is rancid. This happens to everyone once in a while, but if your poop is consistently clearing the room, there’s likely a bigger issue at play.

Really smelly poop is often a sign of malabsorption—an inability to properly absorb nutrients from the food you’re eating—which happens when your gut isn’t functioning as it should. This can happen if you’re eating something your gut doesn’t like or if you have an underlying disorder like celiac disease, Crohn’s disease, or an inflammatory bowel disorder.

Foul-smelling stool can also stem from a gut infection, whether it’s viral, bacterial, or parasitic. When you have an infection, your gut becomes inflamed and you’re more likely to experience smelly diarrhea along with cramps, bloating, and vomiting.

You should never expect your poop to smell good, but take a couple of whiffs before you flush. Pay attention to any major changes, and if the smell is getting rancid, your gut needs some extra care.






#7 CARE ABOUT COLOR


Medium brown is the standard poop shade, but all shades of brown and even some green colors can be normal. The color of your poop changes with what you’re eating—for example, beets will turn it reddish, while lots of leafy green vegetables will make it green—so you shouldn’t be too concerned if what you see in the toilet doesn’t always look the same.

Here is the meaning of different poop colors:


	Light green = Food is moving through your digestive system too quickly and bile doesn’t have time to break it down. It could also mean you’re eating a lot of green, leafy vegetables.

	White or light-colored = There’s not enough bile in your stool. It could mean you have problems with your liver or gallbladder or a bile duct obstruction.

	Yellow (and possibly greasy) = You have excess fat in your stool, which could indicate you have a malabsorption disorder like celiac disease.

	Mucus-covered = You may have an overgrowth of bacteria in your digestive tract or an inflammatory condition such as Crohn’s disease or colitis.

	Bright red = You have bleeding in the lower digestive tract, usually from hemorrhoids or an anal fissure.

	Deep red, black, or tarry = You have bleeding in the upper digestive tract. If you haven’t eaten beets recently, which could account for the color, it’s a good idea to check in with your doctor.








#8 SET YOUR TIMER


Did you know that, on average, it takes mammals about twelve seconds to poop? In a 2017 study in Soft Matter (yes, there is a scientific study on poop duration in a journal titled Soft Matter), researchers timed thirty-four different mammals, from cats to elephants, relieving themselves and found that, no matter how big the mammal (or the poop coming from that mammal), it took under fifteen seconds to go, from start to finish.

If you’re someone who deals with chronic constipation, this may be shocking news, but as a mammal, that’s about the time it should take you to go number two. If you have to spend a lot of time in the bathroom, straining and pushing, it’s a glaring sign that your gut could use some help.

Next time you go to the bathroom, set a timer and see how long it takes you to feel fully emptied. Healthy poop typically comes right out in a minute or two, but anywhere from one to fifteen minutes is considered within the normal range. If you’re way over that, it’s time for a gut overhaul.

Note: When you’re timing your poop, make sure you’re only including the time it takes you to actually poop, not the time you spend in the bathroom scrolling through Instagram until your legs go numb. On that note, it’s a good idea to leave your phone out of the bathroom when you go. The bathroom shouldn’t be a place for mindless scrolling—the stress associated with social media use or checking your work emails can actually make it harder for you to go.






#9 KEEP A POOP JOURNAL


Just like a food journal, a poop journal can give you clues about how your diet or lifestyle may be affecting your gut health. When you track your poop, you can figure out what helps your digestive system function best and what doesn’t. This also helps you quickly identify any changes in your bowel habits, which is often the first sign of a potential problem.

Keep track of the following:


	What does your poop look like (size, shape, and color)?

	How long did it take you to poop? Did you have to strain? Did you feel empty afterward?

	Did you have pain in your stomach or rectum when pooping?

	Was there any blood, mucus, or undigested material in your poop?

	What did you eat that day?

	On a scale of 1 to 10, how stressed did you feel?

	Did you exercise that day? If so, what type of exercise did you do?



Instead of using pen and paper, you can download poop-tracking apps like Cara Care, Bowelle, PCal, and Bowel Mover Pro for iOS. If you search “poop app” in your app store, you’ll find several different options.

These apps were designed for people dealing with irritable bowel syndrome, but they’re a great tool for anyone. You can track your pooping habits, stress levels, food, and other factors right in the app so you can easily identify connections and patterns that indicate a need for some changes.






#10 PEEK AT YOUR PEE


When it comes to your gut health, your pee is just as important as your poop—after all, everything is connected. The color of your urine gives big clues about how hydrated you are, and proper hydration ensures that you’re properly digesting your food, that waste materials are able to move through your digestive tract, and that your gut (and the rest of your body) is getting the nutrients it needs to function best.

Next time you go to the bathroom, peek in the toilet and check the color of your pee. If it’s pale yellow to lemonade-colored, your body is hydrated and happy. If your pee looks more like light beer or amber ale, you’re slightly to moderately dehydrated. If your pee is burnt orange to brownish in color, you’re severely dehydrated, and it’s beyond time to drink more water and electrolytes.

You should also pay attention to urinary frequency. Most people pee between six and eight times per day, but that can go up to ten if you’re drinking a lot of water. If you’re peeing a lot less than that, it’s a good sign you’re dehydrated. If you’re peeing a lot more, it can be a sign of irritable bowel syndrome or gastroenteritis, especially if frequent urination is combined with any gastrointestinal distress.






#11 SMELL YOUR BREATH


This smell test isn’t about your poop; it’s about your breath. Chronic bad breath, officially referred to as halitosis, is often caused by bacteria and other microbes that live in your mouth. But if your oral care is on point and you still have bad breath that won’t go away no matter what you do, it can be a sign that your gut flora is off.

Bad breath is often a sign of an overgrowth of H. pylori, but it goes hand in hand with constipation too. When you’re not pooping regularly, the waste in your body can sit stagnant and back up in your system. Having an imbalanced gut can also make you more susceptible to health conditions like kidney problems and uncontrolled diabetes, which can also cause bad breath.

Often, when you have bad breath, you also have a bad taste in your mouth that’s a pretty good indicator. But that’s not always the case. To check your breath, you can breathe into your hand when it’s cupped over your mouth or lick the inside of your wrist and then give it a quick sniff. If it smells unpleasant, it may be time for a gut overhaul. Mints and chewing gum may work temporarily, but the long-term solution is balancing your gut health.






#12 SNIFF YOUR PITS


Just as bad breath can be a sign of an unhealthy gut, so can unusual body odor. While lots of body odor is created on the skin—when bacteria come into contact with sweat, salt, sugar, and/or waste products—it can come from your gut too.

Your body uses things like stinky armpits to communicate messages to you about your health. If you suddenly smell different or you notice that you have an unusual amount of body odor compared to your activity level (you’re just sitting on the couch watching Netflix rather than running), it’s a pretty sure sign that something’s off in your digestive tract.

Poor digestion and an imbalance in the gut can create a buildup of partially digested food and smelly by-products, like ammonia, sulfur compounds (the same compounds that give broccoli its characteristic scent), and/or trimethylamine, an ammonia-like compound that’s been described as smelling like urine or rotten eggs.

Eating a lot of processed foods and foods high in sugar also increase body odor. These foods cause imbalances in the gut. They feed bad bacteria that give off toxic by-products that are often excreted through your skin.

Leaky gut (also known as intestinal permeability), a digestive condition in which the intestinal lining becomes permeable and bacteria and toxins are able to travel through it into the bloodstream, can also lead to widespread inflammation. This can cause a variety of problems, including hormone imbalances (like estrogen dominance) and autoimmune disorders that cause digestive issues, bad breath, and body odor. Stress, which is largely regulated by your gut, can also increase body odor.






#13 OPEN UP AND SAY “AHHHH”


You might not pay much attention to your tongue, but it’s an important part of your digestive system—and it gives you a lot of clues about the state of your gut. If your tongue has a thick, white coating, it’s a sign that your digestion is off or that you have a systemic candida (yeast) infection. You may also notice fatigue, joint pain, and frequent sinus infections along with the white coating.

White or gray patches may also indicate leukoplakia, which can be a sign that your diet is not up to par (although it can indicate other health conditions too). When your digestive system is overburdened—which usually happens when you eat a lot of refined carbohydrates or sugary foods—bacteria builds up on your tongue, leaving you with a bad taste in the morning.

Here are some other things your tongue can tell you:


	Redness = deficiency in folic acid, B12, or iron

	Blue or purple = poor oxygen circulation (lung problems or kidney disease)

	Rough, dry, and cracked = dehydration

	Black and hairy looking = yeast infection, diabetes, or poor oral hygiene; may also be a side effect of cancer treatment

	Webbed or striped = chronic condition called oral lichen planus (autoimmunity that can be connected to your gut)

	Ridges = tongue inflammation or teeth pressing into your tongue while you sleep

	Bumps = canker sores and/or herpes



Your tongue should be pink with small bumps or nodules called papillae. If you see anything different, it’s time to change what you’re doing or go see your doctor.






#14 DO A SPIT TEST


A spit test can help determine if you have an overgrowth of yeast, fungus, or candida in your body. Keep in mind that this isn’t a scientific test, but anecdotal evidence shows that it can be a good baseline for determining if you need to do some yeast cleansing or a candida diet. If you have a positive spit test, make an appointment with your functional medicine doctor (a doctor who uses an individualized approach and specializes in identifying and addressing the root cause of symptoms and/or disease) or a naturopath for a real candida test.

Here’s how to do it:


	As soon as you wake up—before you eat, drink, or brush your teeth—fill a clear glass with room-temperature water.

	Gather a dime-sized amount of saliva and spit gently into the glass of water.

	Let your saliva sit in the water for forty-five minutes.

	After forty-five minutes, check for: stringy pieces coming down from the top of the water, cloudy specks suspended in the water, and/or cloudy saliva sitting in the bottom of the cup. These indicate the presence of candida and/or yeast.



Keep in mind that dairy consumption and dehydration can mess with your test results. Make sure you eliminate all dairy and drink the equivalent of half your body weight in ounces of water during the course of the day for at least a week before you do your spit test. If you’re 200 pounds, that means 100 ounces of water.






#15 “BEET” YOUR DIGESTIVE TRACT


The beet test is a simple way to check your transit time—how quickly food moves through your digestive tract. The average transit time is between thirty and forty hours, although anything between twelve and seventy-two hours is still considered normal. If your transit time is a lot shorter than that, it can indicate that food is moving too quickly through your bowels, not giving your body enough time to properly digest it and absorb the nutrients.

On the flip side, a much longer transit time can indicate that you have a sluggish bowel and that you’re likely constipated. FYI: Even if you’re going poop every day, you may still be constipated. The goal is to feel completely empty, without bloat or a full feeling in your stomach weighing you down.

Now, back to the beet test, which is simple. All you have to do is:


	Eat a meal that contains beets. Raw beets are best, but you can eat cooked beets if you prefer. But try to avoid beet juice, since juice moves through your system faster than whole foods.

	Write down the time and date you ate the beets.

	Check the toilet every time you poop. When you see a red or purplish color, the beets have passed through.

	Figure out how many hours it’s been since you ate the beets. That’s your current transit time.



Do this test a few times to figure out your average transit time. If the results are very different each time, talk with a functional medicine doctor or nutritionist to help figure out your next steps.






#16 BUBBLE UP SOME BAKING SODA


Many people think acid reflux occurs as a result of too much stomach acid, but it’s actually the exact opposite—a sign of too little stomach acid. Low stomach acid can also cause excessive burping or bloating after you eat and a heavy, dragging feeling in your stomach that doesn’t seem to go away no matter what you do. If you think you might have stomach acid problems, there are a couple of easy tests that you can do right at home.

One of the quickest is the baking soda test. When baking soda comes into contact with stomach acid, it creates carbon dioxide gas as a by-product. The gas bubbles up in your stomach, making you feel like you have to burp.

To do the test, combine 1 cup of filtered water with ¼ teaspoon of baking soda and drink it down first thing in the morning on an empty stomach. If you haven’t burped within two to three minutes of drinking the baking soda mixture, it’s likely that you have low stomach acid.

Of course, this isn’t a scientific test, but it can give you clues about where your gut stands. For best results, do the test on five consecutive mornings to see how the data compares. Keep in mind that this is a short-term test; it’s not recommended to drink baking soda regularly.






#17 FEEL THE BETAINE HCl BURN


Betaine HCl is a supplemental form of hydrochloric acid or stomach acid. If you have normal levels of stomach acid and you take one of these supplements, you should feel a warm sensation in your stomach. That’s because you’re adding more stomach acid to the adequate levels you already have. If you have low stomach acid, it takes more than one to build up to a level where you feel that warmth.

To do the test, purchase a high-quality betaine HCl supplement with 650 to 750 milligrams per capsule. Some good options are:


	Designs for Health Betaine HCl

	Klaire Labs Betaine HCl

	Integrative Therapeutics Betaine HCl



On day one, take one capsule before a large meal. On day two, take two capsules before a large meal. On day three, take three capsules before a large meal. Repeat this three-capsule regimen for up to ten days until you feel warmth in your stomach after taking the supplements. The more supplements you have to take, the more likely you are to have low stomach acid.

If you do have low stomach acid, you can stay on the supplements to help correct the issue or you can make some other lifestyle changes, like taking apple cider vinegar, to help boost your levels.

If you have stomach ulcers, or a history of stomach ulcers, don’t do the betaine HCl test.






#18 SEE IF YOU’RE SENSITIVE


There’s some controversy about whether or not food sensitivity tests are accurate, but even if they miss a few things, they provide a good baseline of what your body may be reacting to so you can start investigating whether or not you have a true food sensitivity.

The best way to identify food sensitivities is with a proper elimination diet, but if you find it hard to commit to one, you can also do a blood test to help guide an elimination diet. Food sensitivity tests are different from food allergy tests, although both measure immunoglobulins, which are antibodies created by your immune system.

It’s important to note that a true food allergy produces an immune system response that could be life-threatening, depending on how serious your allergy is. A food sensitivity or intolerance causes a reaction that’s triggered by your digestive system. Most doctors and allergists order true food allergy tests, but you can order food intolerance tests online and have them shipped right to your home. Typically, they involve pricking your finger, collecting a blood sample on a card, and then sending the sample to a lab to receive your results. You can order through a test through these companies:


	Everlywell.com

	HealthLabs.com

	TestMyAllergy.com

	AllergyTest.co



When you receive your results, try to avoid eating anything that comes up as a moderate to severe allergy for at least a month and see if that leads to any improvements in your symptoms or overall health. Of course, these tests aren’t a substitute for a doctor’s visit, and if you think you have a true food allergy, make an appointment to see your healthcare provider.






#19 SEARCH FOR HIDDEN INFECTIONS


The problem with gut infections is that they can be stealthy and, as a result, difficult to diagnose. Pathogenic bacteria, viruses, and parasites are opportunistic, meaning they look for opportunities to hide in your gut and do a good job of causing a lingering infection.

Keep in mind that no single gut health test is 100 percent reliable. That being said, one of the most accurate and comprehensive tests for gut infections is called a PCR stool analysis.

Traditional stool testing uses visual detection under a microscope, but a PCR test looks at DNA to detect bacteria, parasites, and viruses that shouldn’t be in your poop. Even if you’ve had a negative stool test in the past, a PCR test can give you different—and more accurate—results.

Looking for hidden infections is an especially good idea if you have lingering symptoms that no one’s been able to explain. Maybe all of your lab results have come back normal or you’ve been told time and time again that it’s all in your head. There’s a good chance that it’s not all in your head, but actually in your gut.






#20 TEST YOUR OWN POOP


Gone are the days when you had to go to the doctor’s office for every health test you wanted to take. Now you can test your own poop, right at home. Okay, so maybe that doesn’t sound totally appealing, but an at-home stool test can give you lots of clues about your gut health, like:
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