
Your Gut Health 
Your Guide to Optimising Your 

Digestive Health



Understanding Digestion 

“You are not what you EAT.. Instead, you are what you digest 
and absorb”.  

Health starts in the gut. If your gut health is compromised, 
your bodies ability to get the vital nutrients that it needs will 
also be compromised. It is important to understand that 
frequent bloating, gas, abdominal distention, diarrhoea or 
constipation is a sign of an underlying imbalance, and 
needs to be addressed.  

Healthy digestion involves a combination of mechanical and 
chemical processes and stages. If one stage is neglected or 
there is dysfunction or an imbalance in any of its 
processes, it can lead to negative effects. This often 
results in a wide range of digestive disorders and symptoms, 
such as bloating, cramps, flatulence and other digestive 
symptoms.. Furthermore, chronic digestive dysfunction can 
also impact other systems of the body including hormone 
modulation, the immune and nervous systems.  

Understanding the importance of optimising digestion at each 
of these stages is critical for long term health and well being.  



Stages Of Digestion 

1. Cephalic Phase Digestive Response 
This is the important first stage of digestion and the one most 
frequently left out. Due to our busy lifestyles people now tend 
to eat on the go or while simultaneously doing something 
else. We rush meals, try to fit in food while driving, eat at our 
work desks while working on the computer, mindlessly flick 
through our phones, watch TV or engage in other distracting 
activities.   

The cephalic phase occurs before the food even enters the 
stomach. It is stimulated by the anticipation and thought of 
eating, the smell and sight of food and also the initial taste 
and texture of the food once it enters the mouth. Without this 
critical stage your body does not secrete the correct quantity 
or type of digestive juices and enzymes required to properly 
break down food before it enters the gut. In addition, the 
release of gastrointestinal hormones that send a variety of 
signals to prepare the stomach to stretch to allow an 
increased volume and alter the motility of the intestines are 
inhibited.  

Without all the above physiological responses, digestion is 
compromised which may result in bloating, cramps, 
flatulence and other digestive symptoms. People then often 



blame the foods they eat (which in some cases this 
may be the cause) but often it is just the way we eat.  

How to improve the Cephalic Phase  
 
Applying modifications to the manner in how you eat and 
practicing more mindful eating may be the only change 
someone may need to implement to experience positive 
improvements in their digestion, without following any other 
protocols. If you feel this may apply to you, try and be present 
and free from distractions when eating meals, aim to eat in a 
calm environment, in a more mindful manner without multi-
tasking. Remind yourself of the term “Rest and Digest”. 
Another tip is before the meal set a timer on your 
phone for 3-5 min and just sit and relax. Maybe sit sip 
a little water and think and anticipate the food you are 
about to eat. See for yourself the difference this may make. 

Mastication (Or a fancy way of saying chewing!) 
The mechanical process of chewing breaks down the food 
into smaller pieces which then allows the second chemical 
part of digestion in the mouth to occur. Saliva is also secreted 
containing a variety of enzymes which act on the food to 

break it down further. In addition to these enzymes, there are 

also antimicrobial and salivary antibodies secreted which 



can defend and protect you from unwanted bacteria and 
microbes entering the digestive tract. 

How to improve the Mastication Phase  
 
Something as simple as taking the time to chew your food 
properly will allow the food to be digested at this stage 
sufficiently. It will also allow enough time for all the salivary 
secretions to act on the food allowing for better digestion at 
the next stage, but also protect you from being affected from 
any potential unwelcome nasty bugs. These secretions can 
also be affected if you are dehydrated so always ensure you 
are consuming adequate fluid. Enjoy the tastes and flavours, 
chew the food properly and allow time for the food to enter 
the stomach before taking another bite.  

2. Digestion in the Stomach 
Once the food reaches the stomach, hydrochloric acid (HCL) 
and other gastric juices are produced in response to the 
stimulation of hormones from the previous cephalic phase 
stimuli (See how important this first phase is now!) and the 
added presence of the food in the stomach.  HCL is involved 
in activating the enzymes to further break down and digest 
food (in particular protein). HCL also has a crucial role within 
the immune system as it protects us by killing off potential 



damaging bugs or microbes reducing the risk of illness or 
infection. 

Factors contributing to inadequate production of HCL 
include:  

• Neglecting the cephalic phase of digestion  
• Stress 
• Autoimmune and Inflammatory Diseases 
• Certain Medications 
• Increasing Age 
• Nutrient Deficiencies (Zinc and B1) 

3. Digestion in the Small Intestine  

This is the important stage when food is digested further and 
then absorbed. The structure of the small intestine wall allows 
nutrients to pass through, but also prevents unwanted 
substances or undigested food particles entering the blood 
stream. If the integrity of lining of the intestine is 
compromised, increased intestinal permeability can 
occur. This is also known as ‘leaky gut syndrome’ and 
as a consequence particles (undigested food, bacteria 
and other toxic microbes) may pass through into the 
blood stream potentially triggering an immune 
reaction. This activates inflammation and irritates and 
damages the gut lining. This damage then can result in food 
intolerances or allergy, malabsorption and nutrient 



deficiencies. Furthermore, over time this inflammatory 
response does not only affect the gut, but it can lead to a 
whole body effect and cause additional clinical symptoms or 
develop into a chronic disease.   

HCL also has an important role in digestion in the small 
intestine. The mixture of broken down food with the acid and 
digestive juices activates the release of pancreatic juices and 
bile required for the further digestion of food. The pancreatic 
juices contain enzymes needed to break down carbohydrates, 
protein and fat further. Bile is produced in the liver and 
released from the gallbladder when fat is consumed. Bile 
breaks down the fat into smaller particles allowing the 
pancreatic enzyme lipase digest them further.  If the secretion 
of the pancreatic enzymes and bile are insufficient, you are 
increased risk of maldigestion, malabsoprton and nutrient 
deficiencies. It can also contribute to a number of symptoms, 
such as bloating, gassiness, constipation and/or diarrhoea or 
having an upset stomach when you eat certain foods.  

There are a number of factors that can affect or compromise 
digestion at this stage, including medical conditions, sub 
optimal functioning of the pancreas, liver or gallbladder and 
Small Intestinal Bowel Overgrowth (SIBO). If we do not 
produce enough HCL you are at risk of excess bacterial 
overgrowth in the small intestine. This is also known as SIBO. 
The quantity and type of these microbes are not supposed to 
be present in the small intestine. Subsequently, it can cause 
inflammation or damage to the lining of the small 



intestine wall. This can hinder another part of digestion that 
occurs at this stage. As the wall lining produces a variety 
enzymes required to break down certain carbohydrates and 
protein. Simultaneously, the excess bacteria can instigate 
further fermentation of the food. As a consequence 
individuals can experience maldigestion, micronutrient 
deficiencies, bloating, cramps, flatulence and other digestive 
symptoms.  

This also reinforces the importance of the concept of mindful 
eating.  If insufficient HCL is produced at the previous stage 
or if you eat when stressed, rushed or dedicating proper 
attention to eat a meal, this will have a knock on effect at 
other stages of digestion. In this case it can inhibit the 
production and secretion of the pancreatic juices and bile.  

4. Digestion in the Large Intestine 

Finally, we move onto the large intestine. At this last stage the 
absorption of water, electrolytes and any remaining nutrients 
takes place. Once these substances have been absorbed back 
into the body waste products remain and the removal of this 
waste occurs.  A series of contractions of the muscles in the 
walls tract digestive move the waste through the rest of the 
digestive tract and it is then eliminated by the body. These 
movements or the motility can take up to 12-25 hours to 
eradicate the waste. Many factors influence the rate of 



motility and depending on the response it can be too slow 
(constipation) or too fast (diarrhoea). It is important to 
understand that a minimum of one bowel movement 
per day is considered healthy.  

The large intestine is also where you will find most of the gut 
microbiota. This is a collection of bacteria and microbes 
that reside in the gut and the composition of the 
strains and amount of the different bacteria are 
important in our overall health. If there is an imbalance; 
i.e. a decrease in “good” beneficial bacteria and/or an 
increase in “bad” detrimental bacteria many functions can be 
affected. 

 A healthy gut microbiota contributes to the development and 
regulation of the immune system, it has an important role in 
digestive function, involved in the production of vitamins (B 
Vitamins and Vitamin K), influence nutrient status by 
enhancing absorption of some minerals and can contribute to 
a healthy cholesterol and cardiovascular health.  

Signs and symptoms that there is an imbalance in the 
gut bacteria include bloating, indigestion, flatulence, 
nutrient deficiencies, autoimmune or inflammatory 
diseases, allergy type symptoms.  

There are so many factors that negatively influence the 
composition of the gut bacteria including, environment, 
medications (history of antibiotics), suboptimal digestive 
function, stress and low fibre - high refined sugar diet. 



Therefore, by implementing changes to try and reduce the 
levels of bad bacteria and increase the levels of the good 
bacteria will have long term health benefits.  

Tips for Optimising Your Digestive Health 
1. Eat mindfully (Remember “Rest and Digest”) 

2. Chew your food thoroughly 

3. Try to manage stress 

4. Avoid over eating at each sitting 

5. Maintain a balanced diet  

6. Eat a broad variety of fruit and vegetables (These contain 
prebiotic fibres which act as food for the good bacteria in 
our gut! Helping them stay populated and ward off the 
bad bacteria) 

Supplements to Optimise Digestive Heath  
In addition to putting into practice the above guidelines, there 
are a variety of supplements that can be taken to support the 
different stages of digestion. Due to the complex nature of 
digestion, it is difficult to give ‘one-size-fits all’ 
recommendations. If you wish to speak further to one of us 
about your digestive health, please don’t hesitate to drop us 
an email - We’ll be more than happy to offer our help and 



advice! 

Michelle, Brian, Fiona,  

Cathy, Jamie, Becky & Grainne  

Coaches working at The Fit Clinic are not a medicals doctor or registered dieticians. The 
contents of this E-book should not be taken as medical advice. It is not intended to diagnose, 
treat, cure, or prevent any health problem - nor is it intended to replace the advice of a 
physician. Always consult your physician or qualified health professional on any matters 
regarding your health.

Looking to work with us? You can get started at 
www.thefitclinic.ie. If you are a previous client, 

please contact your previous coach, 
team@thefitclinic.net or on Facebook and Instagram 

to secure your place!

http://www.thefitclinic.ie
http://www.thefitclinic.ie

