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Gastrointestinal health aids are becoming mainstays for millions of consumers.

By TiM PERSON

woes are a part of their routine. Whether it's heartburn, irrita-

ble bowel syndrome (IBS) or one of the many other common
digestive tract discomforts, their condition is something planned
around and accounted for ahead of time. It can limit what one
eats, as well as where and when. Gastrointestinal (GI) difficulty
can even be debilitating, and can thus be a limiting factor in one’s
quality of life.

U.S. consumers have taken to digestive health aids only grad-
ually, but the current boom can be attributed to growing aware-
ness of digestive health’s foundational role in overall wellbeing.
Indeed, its importance is hard to overstate. “The gut is essentially
the second brain of the body,” says Trisha Sugarek, B.S., M.S., and
national educator/R&D specialist for Bluebonnet Nutrition
Corp., Sugar Land, TX. Those for whom these issues have become
too acute to ignore, as well as those who are just sick and tired of
dealing with minor bowel and stomach issues here and there,
have taken to the natural digestive health market in force.

It'sno wonder this is a growing category, what with a majority
of people claiming one Gl affliction or another, and our denatured
Western diets offering no help to our natural digestive processes.
To fill the gap left by enzyme-deficient processed foods, and to
counter the devastating effects of stress-filled lifestyles on diges-
tive health, natural supplements are ready at hand.

GI Bill of Health

A major reason so many people experience GI issues is that,
though our digestive system produces some enzymes itself, it
wasn’'t meant to do it all. We are, in essence, taking food into our
GI tract without the natural toolkit to break it down once it gets
there. Anthony Collier, president and CEO of National Enzyme
Company, Forsyth, MO, explains that before modern times, man
consumed the majority of his food in a raw or lightly cooked
state. “These foods are rich in enzymes and can play a pivotal role
in human digestion. By contrast, the typical American diet con-
sists of highly processed enzyme-deficient cooked foods, rich in
artificial ingredients and other chemicals,” Collier says.

In a general sense, digestion is the process of pulling apart

It’s that old, familiar feeling: For too many people, digestion
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macromolecules into their constituent parts. Within these terms,
it is easy enough to define what a digestive issue is. “The inability
to breakdown food particles into the smallest unit necessary to
benefit from nutrient absorption constitutes a disruption of the
digestive system,” says Rachel Szpond, scientific affairs and qual-
ity assurance with Enzymedica, Port Charlotte, FL.

The digestive devil, however, is in the details. Each person is
dealing with a different array of digestive enzymes, and of both
helpful and harmful gut flora, explains Sunil Kohli, COO of
Health Plus Inc., Chino, CA. This means that there is a lot of vari-
ability to be accounted for. “It is not uncommon to hear that one
common food gives someone gas while that food has no such ef-
fect on someone else,” Kohli says.

Enzymes in action. Having noted the uniqueness of each indi-
vidual’s GI tract, it is important to discuss how commonly en-
countered enzyme deficiencies line up with common digestive
symptoms. According to Scott Ravech, CEO of Deerland En-
zymes, Inc., Kennesaw, GA, the four basic digestive enzymes are
protease, amylase, lipase and cellulase, and they are responsible
for breaking down the molecular bonds of proteins, carbohy-
drates, lipids and cellulose respectively. When these enzymes are
lacking, whether as a result of genetic predisposition or insuffi-
cient dietary intake, digestive symptoms like bloating, gas,
cramping and diarrhea can occur.

When the decision is made to take a single enzyme or enzyme
blend in supplement form, it is important for consumers to pay
attention to the “activity” measurement of a given product,
Ravech says. “ Activity is one of the prime differences you will see
when comparing price points of the various products,” he states.
A 500-mg enzyme supplement, for example, may in fact be less
effective than a 200-mg product that has a higher concentration of
enzymes.

Before consumers get to the point of selecting a digestive aid,
they’ll need to identify the problem they’re facing. “Find out if
they experience upper digestive issues, which are felt just under
the breast bone, or if they are experiencing lower digestive issues,
which are located below the navel,” suggests Brenda Watson,
president and founder of ReNew Life Formulas, Palm Harbor, FL.
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Digestive Health

For upper digestive issues that typically
occur after meals, like heartburn, Watson
recommends digestive enzyme supple-
mentation.

However, the interplay of acid (pH) lev-
els and enzymes is complex in the early
stages of the digestive process, and pin-
ning down the culprit isn’t easy. “If symp-
toms such as bloating, belching, burning
and flatulence occur immediately after
meals or within 30 minutes of a meal, it is
often a sign of lack of hydrochloric acid,”
says Michael T. Murray, N.D., director of
product development and education for
Natural Factors Nutritional Products, Inc.,
Everett, WA.

The notion that acid deficiency could be
a digestive issue may be counterintuitive,
considering the widespread use of
antacids and acid-blocking pharmaceuti-
cals for indigestion. These solutions, ac-
cording to Murray, will raise gastric pH
above 3.5, a range that inhibits the action of
the enzyme pepsin, important for protein
digestion but often irritating to the stom-
ach. So while this approach may reduce
symptoms, it can also impair protein di-
gestion as well as lead to the overgrowth of
Helicobacter pylori, an undesirable gut flora,
Murray says. He adds that if the same
symptoms listed above occur around 45
minutes to an hour after a meal, the likely
problem is a pancreatic enzyme deficiency.

Enzymes derived from plants are a
good option when dealing with protein di-
gestion problems, according to Neil E.
Levin, CCN, DANLA, and nutrition edu-
cation manager for NOW Foods, Bloom-
ingdale, IL. “Because proteins are such
complicated molecules, it takes a long time

and multiple enzymes to completely break
them down into amino acids,” he says.
Plant enzymes can uniquely aid that pro-
cess, because they stay intact in a wider pH
range, helping to compensate for a lack of
pancreatic enzymes and/or too little acid
in the stomach.

It should be understood that enzymes
are not a solution for digestive issues that
have become severe and caused organ
damage. “Enzymes can only remove po-
tential stressors (undigested food materi-
als) from those damaged systems,” says
Dave Barton, director of education for En-
zymedica, Port Charlotte, FL. The healing
of these organs is a separate issue from any
potential symptom alleviation that may
derive from supplementing with enzymes.

Angelica Vrablic, Ph.D., nutrition re-
search manager at American Health,
Ronkonkoma, NY, talks about the age-fac-
tor as it relates to enzyme deficiency: “As
we age, we may have difficulty digesting
certain foods because we produce less di-
gestive enzymes, or none at all.” She cites
lactase as an example of an enzyme totally
absent in many adults. This results in the
well-known inability to digest dairy prod-
ucts properly. For these people, lactase
supplementation with meals is an obvious
and effective tool.

Collier reminds us, though, that dairy
products consist of more than just lactase.
To fully relieve the gastrointestinal distress
experienced by dairy intolerant people, a
more complex approach may be needed.
“Dairy fat and protein can also be a chal-
lenge for some individuals, so it is impor-
tant to consider a complete dairy digestive
supplement that includes lactase with pro-
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Yogurt is an old hand at delivering probiotic cultures straight to our gut. It is defined by its probi-
otic content; without the billions of active organisms yogurt contains, it wouldn’t be yogurt! Kefir, too,

is gaining popularity among consumers, and it also contains
active cultures that aid digestion. In fact, kefir has been found
to aid the digestion of dairy products in lactose-intolerant
people (1). Renewed interest in these products for their pro-
biotic content, in fact, has driven category growth on the sup- ‘
plement side, according to Angelica Vrablic, Ph.D., nutrition
research manager for American Health, Ronkonkoma, NY.
Meanwhile, on the beverage side of things, increased ;
consumer interest in delivering enzymes via liquid, notinthe |
form of powder that can then be mixed into drinks, has
piqued the interest of many manufacturers. “Being able to
deliver digestive enzymes in a stable liquid format is an excit-
ing opportunity with novel applications,” says Anthony Collier,

president and CEO of National Enzyme Company, Forsyth,
MO. Whether consumers will be more interested in these liquid-stable enzymes in the form of sup-
plements or beverages is anyone’s guess, but firms will surely formulate products in whichever form

is most marketable.
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