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“All disease starts in the gut.” - Hippocrates

Hippocrates made this profound statement more than 2,000 years ago and
we are just now beginning to understand how right he was.

Research over the past two decades has revealed that gut health is critical to
overall health and that an unhealthy gut contributes to a wide range of
diseases including diabetes', anxiety?, depression?, weight gain?, autism
spectrum disorder?, hypertension® skin conditions®, chronic fatigue syndrome®,
irritable bowel syndrome®, and arthritis’. Many researchers believe that
supporting intestinal health and restoring the integrity of the gut barrier will
be one of the most important goals of medicine in the 21st century.®

Healthier employees are more productive, have less absenteeism, are more
present, bring more energy to their work and contribute to a positive culture
in the workplace. A healthier workforce results in lower healthcare, workers
compensation and disability costs and potentially produces higher profits.

Healthier people tend to be happier. There is growing evidence that happy
employees are up to 20% more productive. When it comes to sales associates,
happier employees raise sales by 37%.° According to the Centers for Disease
Control (CDC), an investment in better employee health may lower health care
costs and insurance claims. Employees with more risk factors cost more to
insure and they have to pay more for health care and pharmaceuticals than
people with fewer risk factors.’o"

What is the Microbiome?

A community of trillions of microorganisms living in and on the human body
symbiotically, the microbiome consists of around 1,000 different species of
bacteria, viruses, fungi and other microscopic living things, also known as
microbes. They are a part of us and we are their host. People generally view
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bacteria as disease-causing, but these microbes protect us from opportunistic
organisms that may harm us. Promoting a healthy microbiome is a critical
factor in getting and staying well.

An imbalance of unhealthy versus healthy microbes, or a lack of diversity of
these microbes in the intestines, for instance, can contribute to many chronic
health challenges as referenced above. Many of the health problems
associated with poor gut health are the most costly to treat. They tend to
increase sick days, presenteeism and lost productivity. Yet, these conditions
are widely known to be preventable. By ensuring that the microbiome stays
balanced and diverse, people can avoid many costly, chronic illnesses, pain,
unnecessary drugs and surgeries.

Why now?

Established in 2007, The Human Microbiome Project, an extension of the well-
known Human Genome Project, is a research initiative to map the human
microbiome. It has produced some very compelling results about how the gut
impacts disease. It is where more than 70% of our immune system resides. It is
where we manufacture many of the neurotransmitters that impact our brain
chemistry and therefore, our mind, mood, memory, stress and sleep.

Studies from the past decade alone suggest that the gut microbiome is as
complex and influential as our genes when it comes to health and happiness.

What do mind and mood have to do with it?

The gut, aka our “second brain,” is where a number of neurotransmitters are
produced. These chemical messengers, such as serotonin, dopamine and
GABA, play a key role in mood and regulate countless functions and processes
in the body via the gut-brain connection. Antidepressant drugs are designed
to increase levels of these compounds but have their drawbacks. Through
healthy lifestyle choices, we can better affect our mood and eliminate the
need for potentially harmful, side effect producing, costly pharmaceutical
interventions. Antidepressant drugs can cause a wide range of unpleasant side
effects that contribute to more sick days, low energy, weight gain and
dependence.

A microbiome imbalance is also thought to increase the pain response, which
can increase absenteeism, decrease productivity and can also negatively
affect sleep. Lack of sleep can then disrupt the microbiome and create more
dis-ease.

Stress management and the microbiome.

Managing, or better yet reducing, chronic stress in the workplace can have a
positive effect. In the absence of stress, a healthy microbiota produces short-
chain fatty acids that exert anti-inflammatory and anti-tumor effects. During
stress, an altered gut microbial population affects the regulation of
neurotransmitters mediated by the microbiome and gut barrier function. By
reducing stress in the workplace, employees will have less psychological and
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physiological conditions that affect performance, thus creating a more
productive and profitable environment.'? ¥

When people save money by avoiding illness and therefore paying less for
health insurance premiums, it can relieve financial stress. High deductible plans
can leave a large number of American adults with unpaid medical bills. Cancer
survivors, for instance, have higher-than-average rates of medical financial
hardship. People having to treat other chronic illnesses can also wind up with
the burden of paying for their care. Psychological stress, like intense worry
over unpaid bills, can result in behavioral issues and can delay needed care
because of cost, resulting, again, in lost performance. Financial stresses have
been linked to migraines, cardiovascular disease, stroke, absences from work,
and insomnia.”*

What is good for employees is also good for the employer.
Health is the foundation for happiness and productivity. If you don't have a
healthy mind and body, you can't work at peak capacity.”™

Keeping employees happy and healthy has become critical for employers and
it is not easy. Making the workplace a healthy and happy place helps
employers attract and retain the best and brightest workers. Theoretically,
happier employees will also have better job satisfaction.

Part of accomplishing this is to embed wellness into the culture. In this case,
providing opportunities to strengthen the microbiome during the workday has
the potential to produce a variety of positive results.

What can an employer do?

There are many options when it comes to worksite wellness. The reviews on
the effectiveness, and therefore the value, of conventional corporate wellness
programs are mixed and the question remains, how are we going to be able to
keep people well so they can enjoy a happy life and success in the workplace?

Providing education and healthy choices that positively affect the microbiome
can be impactful. Ways to accomplish this include:

* Offer healthy, organic food choices at work and eliminate pro-
inflammmatory foods

* Organize farmers’ markets on a regular basis

®* Bring in onsite services that help reduce stress including yoga,
meditation, massage, reiki

* Provide opportunities for exercise
* Provide wellness education
®* Provide smoking cessation support

* Bring natural health coaches and doctors onsite for easy access to care
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* Avoid the overuse of antibiotics

®* Encourage outdoor activities

®* Encourage socialization

®* Get involved in a community garden and get your hands dirty
* Discourage overuse of hand sanitizers'™

* Avoid junk food and soda; provide healthy vending

* Limit exposure to heavy metals and other toxins

* Avoid unnecessary chemicals; use eco-friendly, non-toxic supplies

By implementing some of the ideas above, people will know their company is
forward-thinking and supports them. They will be encouraged to maintain a
healthy microbiome, which, in turn, will improve their health and vitality. When
people feel good, their productivity improves leading to a more robust bottom
line.

Because of all of the benefits a healthy microbiome can bring to people, it is
worth considering including in the corporate wellness strategies of the future.
A root cause approach to wellness that honors biochemical individuality will
help engage our workforces to be healthier through a better understanding of
what’s in it for them.
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