
Athlete Scenario

As a marathoner, I fuel to support my energy needs during training; 

however, I often get sick and don’t recover as quickly as I should from 

long runs. I’ve heard my gut health may need support. Is this true, and 

how might diet changes help with immunity and recovery? 

The Microbiome: Exercise and Diet

•  A favorable balance of gut microbiota supports immunity and GI health during 
prolonged exercise by enhancing the ability of antioxidants to aid recovery and 
improve hydration status.

•  Consuming fiber and oligosaccharides (prebiotics) can enhance production and 
maintenance of beneficial intestinal bacteria and may lower inflammation.

•  Fermented foods and probiotic supplements containing lactobacillus and 
bifidobacterium may reduce mood disturbances and depression.

•  Probiotic supplementation may lower the incidence of GI symptoms, reduce 
inflammation and response to oxidative damage, and improve endurance 
performance.

Immune Health and Exercise Intensity

•  Exercise provides benefits for immune health in the general population; 
however, heavy training and the strain of high intensity exercise may increase 
stress hormones, oxidative stress, muscle damage, low-grade inflammation, 
and risk for upper-respiratory tract infections.

•  Up to 90% of endurance athletes experience some level of gastrointestinal 
(GI) symptoms due to competition-induced mental stress, including: cramping, 
diarrhea, bloating, nausea or bleeding. Additionally, susceptibility to infection 
risk is increased.
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Tips to Take With You

1.  Consume foods rich in prebiotic fibers 
daily, but not immediately prior to activity 
or closely following exercise.

2.  If you are taking antibiotics, talk with your 
physician about simultaneously taking a 
multi-strain probiotic supplement.

3.  Consult with a sports registered dietitian 
nutritionist (RDN) to determine the most 
effective ways to incorporate pre- and 
probiotic foods into your diet to improve 
immunity and recovery. 
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Gut Health for Athletes

Prebiotic and Probiotic Foods

•  Prebiotic foods:  Almonds, apples, artichokes, asparagus, bananas, barley, 
cocoa, garlic, jicama, leeks, legumes, oats, onions, seeds, walnuts, and wheat 
bran

•  Probiotic foods:  Cultured dairy and non-dairy yogurts (e.g. kefir), fermented 
foods (e.g. kimchi, sauerkraut), and kombucha

•  Probiotic supplements:  Lactobacillus and bifidobacterium or multi-strain 
probiotics
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