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Leaky gut has been described as an alteration in the gastrointestinal lining.  Under normal circumstances, the gastrointestinal lining acts as 
a barrier keeping foreign things out.  With leaky gut, the gastrointestinal  lining becomes too permeable due to a widening of the junction 
between cells in the gut wall.  Analogies used to describe the gut lining are that of a window screen.  When the window screen is intact, it 
allows appropriate things in (air) and keeps foreign things out (bugs and debris).  If the screen has holes in it, it cannot do it job to keep 
foreign things out (debris and bugs).  Now apply this analogy to the gut lining.  If the gut lining becomes leaky (holes in the window screen), 
large undigested food molecules are allowed in the blood stream and there is an increased probability of gut infection (bugs and debris).  

The large undigested food molecules in the blood stream trigger an immune response (as do gut infections) and one develops multiple 
sensitivities or allergies.     

Leaky gut can lead to multiple forms of gastrointestinal dysfunction.  The presenting symptoms are often multiple food intolerances, 
sensitivities, and allergies, or just unexplained symptoms.  Leaky gut results in a distortion of the normal bacterial balance in the gut 
(dysbiosis), and promotion of gastrointestinal infections.  Multiple facets of digestion are usually compromised including low stomach acid 
(hypochlorhydria), enzyme insufficiency, and biliary (gallbladder) insufficiency.  Then the creation or worsening of these aforementioned 
things causes a worsening of the leaky gut creating a vicious cycle.  In summary, a leaky gut creates food reactions, dysbiosis, gut 
infections, and poor digestion leading to more/worsening leaky gut.

Leaky gut       Food reactions/Dysbiosis/Gut infections/Digestive compromise        More/worsening leaky gut

In order to break this vicious cycle of leaky gut an aggressive approach must be taken.  We utilize the “4R” approach.  The 4R’s are 
remove, replace, reinoculate, and repair.  

REMOVE  - reactive and potentially reactive foods (lower the antigenic load), food intolerances (irritating), gut pathogens,  
   caffeine, alcohol, lectins, nightshades, sugar (other than low glycemic index fruits), and processed foods 
REPLACE - lost digestive function (stomach acid, enzymes, gallbladder function)

REINOCULATE - prebiotics (food for good bacteria), probiotics (good bacteria/yeast)

REPAIR - herbs/botanicals/vitamins/minerals/amino acids to heal gastrointestinal system

To summarize, a very restrictive diet is utilized while taking supplements to replace poor digestive function, eradicate gut pathogens, 
restore good bacterial balance in the gut, and reduce inflammation and heal the gut. 

LIMITING FACTORS 
A question I am often asked is, “What if I have done the above and my gut doesn’t heal?” or “What if I have done the above and my gut 
gets better, but the problem returns?”  The answer to this question is there are other limiting factors that can hinder the gut healing and 
restoration process.  These limiting factors include autoimmunity, loss of androgen dominance in males, loss of estrogen dominance in 
females, chronic viral infections or other stealth infections, thyroid hormone deficiency states, unchecked stress responses, low secretory 
IgA, brain imbalances, glutathione depletion, and nitric oxide dysregulation.  Sometimes when these other problems coexist healing a leaky 
gut or maintaining a healthy gut once it is healed will be a virtual impossibility.  So one’s treatment plan must be set up to comprehensively 
evaluate and address the limiting factors.      

With autoimmunity the immune system becomes dysregulated and attacks your body’s own tissues.  Sometimes one can have attacks 
against one’s own gut tissue which can promote leaky gut.  Other times the elevation in immune messagers (cytokines) breaks down the 
gut lining and prevents it from healing.  Chronic viruses or other stealth infections can cause  elevations in cytokines and disrupt the 
tight junctions in the gut (promoting a leaky gut).  When men lose there male hormone dominance or women lose there female hormone 
dominance there is a subsequent compromise of the gut and limitation in gut healing.  Thyroid hormone deficiency states can result from 
overt hypothyroidism or from functional thyroid imbalances (non thyroid illness).  The end result of both of these is a deficiency in thyroid 
hormone which can lead to a decrease in blood flow to the gut, decreased ability to regenerate the gut lining, decreased motolity of the 
gut, decreased digestive enzymes, bile salts, and stomach acid.  Another commonly overlooked contributor to leaky gut is excess thyroid 
hormone replacement.  Excess thyroid hormone replacement will cause a suppression of TSH and TRH which are important for multiple 
aspects of digestive function and maintaining the gut lining.  



Excessive stress responses result in high cortisol (stress hormone) which will break down the gastrointestinal lining.  Low stress responses 
result in low cortisol which will compromise the ability to regenerate the gut lining.  Additionally, with both high and low cortisol states 
we oftentimes see low secretory IgA levels which is an immune cell that acts as a glue to hold the intestinal cells together and prevent 
leakiness.  When the brain is imbalanced it can promote these excessive stress responses and also promote a decrease in activity in the 
parasympathetic nervous system (rest and digest nervous system) and vagal nerves.  Like a thyroid hormone deficiency state, this will lead 
to a decrease in blood flow to the gut, decreased ability to regenerate the gut lining, decreased motolity of the gut, decreased digestive 
enzymes, bile salts, and stomach acid.  
 
Glutathione is your body’s most important antioxidant. While it is needed as an antioxidant, healthy amounts of glutathione are also needed 
for optimal gut barrier function. Nitric oxide is a chemical that is commonly thought of in the regulation of blood flow, but nitric oxide also 
plays roles in inflammation and tissue destruction. When we have inflammatory responses in our bodies, then bad nitric oxides (inducible) 

will be produced causing inflammation and tissue destruction. Elevations in inducible nitric oxide (bad) can promote intestinal inflammation 
and leakiness. Nitric oxide modulation increases the good isomers of nitric oxide (endothelial and neuronal) which improve blood flow 
and decreases the bad isomer (inducible) which promotes inflammation, tissue destruction, and intestinal leakiness.  In summary, both 
glutathione boosting and nitric oxide modulation enhance repair and dampen inflammation in the gut. 

PUTTING IS ALL TOGETHER 
In order to have a successful resolution of leaky gut one must first address the primary objectives (see checklist below).  Then limiting factors 
should be evaluated and addressed, before, during, or after your leaky gut program.  How this is structured (order/priority) will depend on a 
multitude of factors and the individuality of treatment.  

FIX MY LEAKY GUT CHECKLIST

Primary objectives
Eliminate food sensitivities, intolerances, and allergies
Eliminate caffeine, alcohol, lectins, and nightshades
Eradicate gut pathogens
Balance dysbiosis
Replace stomach acid
Replace digestive enzymes 
Replace gallbladder function
Decrease intestinal inflammation and tighten gap junctions

Limiting factors 
Autoimmunity (directed towards gut tissue, cytokine load)

Chronic viral infection or other stealth infections 
Loss of androgen dominance (male)

Loss of estrogen dominance (female)

Thyroid hormone deficiency states (resistance, TRH/TSH suppression, etc.)

Stress physiology (high/low cortisol)

Low SIgA
Brain imbalance (decreased output, decreased vagal tone)
Glutathione depletion
Nitric oxide dysregulation (increase inducible, decreased endothelial and neuronal)


