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Foreword

Almost all of the 21st century’s pandemic diseases – cancer, cardiovascular disease, dementia, digestive diseases, 
diabetes and obesity – are now well established to be diet related. The cost of medical treatment, often relatively 
ineffective, is becoming increasingly financially unsustainable as the numbers of people suffering from these conditions 
escalates. Therefore, the only valid option is prevention, not mass medication.

With this in mind, since 2002, we have made available a free online 100% Health Check at www.patrickholford.com
and a further comprehensive 100% Health Programme defining what action a person needs to take in terms of diet, 
nutritional supplements and lifestyle to achieve optimal health, defined as a health score of over 80%.

Since most digestive health issues are diet-related this initiative helps individuals to take the right steps to prevent 
digestive health issues and the research helps to predict what those right steps and right diet for digestive health are 
likely to be.

This survey, the largest ever comprehensive digestive health and diet survey in Britain, uniquely examines the differences 
between the dietary intakes of those in robust digestive health versus those in poor digestive health, thus with a great risk 
of developing digestive diseases including chronic constipation, irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), gastro-esophagal reflux 
disorder (GERD) and colo-rectal cancers, the incidence of which is increasing in people aged 20 to 49.

Much information about dietary guidelines is based on informed consensus regarding what is judged to be a ‘well 
balanced’ diet, sometimes influenced by political pressures. Trends and food fashions also influence and confuse the 
public’s choice from meat-based low carb diets to more vegetarian ‘clean eating’ principles.

This survey provides objective data, not based on food fads, assumptions or consensus, of the food groups associated 
with increasing or decreasing risk of symptoms of poor digestive health. The results challenge some of today’s dietary 
dictums that, for example, place wheat and milk as necessary staple foods, and nuts and seeds as high fat foods to be 
restricted. Most of all, these results emphasise that the greater the consumption of red meat, sugary and salty foods the 
greater are the odds of being in poor digestive health. 

I have no doubt that most digestive health problems could be reversed and prevented by pursuing an optimal health diet. 
This survey helps to define the scale of the problem and what optimum nutrition for digestive health actually means.

Patrick Holford, founder of the Institute for Optimum Nutrition 
and author of Improve Your Digestion (March 2017).
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Summary Findings 

In 2001 the website patrickholford.com made available online the 100% Health Check & Programme, involving 
completion of the 100% Health questionnaire, comprising of 148 questions, including 119 about symptoms and 16 and 
13 concerning diet and lifestyle respectively. This data provides a rare insight into the health relationship between diet 
and health, and the frequency of symptoms of sub-optimal health, primarily in the UK.

This data analysed the responses between 2001 and 2016 of 59,170 individuals, predominantly women (female 
81.9%, male 18.1%) between the ages of 18 and 55, to questions relating to digestive health including symptoms of 
bloating, abdominal pain, indigestion, nausea, flatulence, constipation  and diarrhoea or loose stools – symptoms 
which collectively define irritable bowel syndrome (IBS).

This survey provides information about the self-reported frequency of these symptoms, which are more prevalent in 
men or women, and which foods are associated with better and worse digestive health.

Prevalence of Symptoms of Poor Digestive Health

The key findings show that: 

only two in ten people (17%) have a satisfactory bowel movement every day, with 45% straining. These two 
symptoms combined suggest that close to half the adult population suffer from some degree of constipation. These 
symptoms are more prevalent in men, which only one in 10 (10%) having a satisfactory bowel movement. 

two thirds of the population (65%) experience bloating after meals, a symptom which is more prevalent in women 
(71%) than men (39%) and six in ten suffer from flatulence (58% of women, 59% of men)

almost half of women (46%) experience abdominal pain (23% of men) and one in four (28%) frequently experience 
indigestion or nausea.

only 14% of the study population reported optimal digestive health.
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Best and Worst Foods for Digestion

A subset (55,570) of respondents’ data was further analysed to compare the frequency of symptoms with 
consumption of different food types to investigate the association between specific foods and food groups and the 
prevalence of symptoms of poor digestive health. This was achieved by comparing the frequency of consumption of 
different foods and their correlation with good or poor digestive health.

People reporting optimal digestion consumed the most nuts and seeds, fruit, oily fish, vegetables and water. 

People reporting poor digestion consumed the most red meat, sugar-based snacks, salt, added sugar, wheat, dairy, 
refined foods, caffeinated drinks and processed or takeaway meals.

Red meat consumption more than eight times per week increased the likelihood of very poor digestive health by 
two thirds. Poor digestive health was over one and a half times greater in those who consumed more than 7 portions 
of red meat per week than those who consumed less or none. [ x2(6, N=55,570)= 285, p<.001 – statistically significant ]

Frequent consumption of salt and sugar-based snacks also showing strong negative associations. 

High consumption of nuts and seeds reduced the likelihood of very poor digestive health by a third.

High consumption of fruit, reducing the likelihood of poor digestive health by a quarter (26%).

100% Health’s DIGESTION Survey 2017 

0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0

                                                                 Red Meat   

                                       Sugar Based Snacks

                                    Salt       

                                             Added Sugar

                                   Wheat 

                      Dairy     

                                       Refined Foods  

                                  Tea/Coffee/Cola   

                                  Restaurants/Processed Meals

                      Water 

                    Vegetables/Salad 

                           Oily fish

              Fresh Fruit   

         Nuts and/or Seeds   

 

 1.66 (1.47 - 1.86)

 1.64 (1.54 - 1.72)

 1.63 (1.55 - 1.69)

 1.53 (1.39 - 1.66)

 1.45 (1.38 - 1.53)

 1.38 (1.31 - 1.46)

 1.34 (1.26 - 1.42)

 1.31 (1.23 - 1.39)

 1.31 (1.21 - 1.41)

 0.89 (0.83 - 0.95)

 0.88 (0.77 - 0.99)

 0.81 (0.70 - 0.92)

 0.74 (0.63 - 0.85)

 0.66 (0.48- 0.84)

n = 55,570

    Relative 

Risks

95% Confidence 

Limits



Differences in the prevalence of digestive symptoms between men and women were further analysed.

Women were more likely to experience bloating (71% vs 39%), stomach pains (46% vs 23%), nausea or indigestion 
(30% vs 13%) and straining with bowel movement (47% vs 31%).

Men were more likely to have less than one bowel movement a day (10% vs 19%)

Differences in Digestive Health between Women and Men
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Background/further information

The participants in this survey are self-selected – they chose to complete the 100% Health questionnaire. For those who 
completed the questionnaire more than once only the first questionnaire data has been used. Incomplete questionnaires
were excluded.

We are grateful to Abie Helberg of Catalyst Innovation for data extraction and to Catharine Trustram-Eve for data analysis.

The model for comparison of food intakes with digestive health was developed for the 100% Health Survey(2010) and the 
results were reviewed by the Scientific Advisory Board compromising of Professor David Smith, Professor Helga Refsum, Professor 
Jane Plant, Professor Martha Clare Morris, Dr Steven Hickey, Dr John Cooper and Dr James Neil.

The comprehensive100% Health Survey (2010) is available from www.patrickholford.com/books/100-health-survey
Copies for journalists are available from patrick@patrickholford.com. This includes the questions asked and frequency options.

The 100% Health Digestion Survey is copyright of Holford & Associates Ltd.

© Holford & Associates Ltd, 2017.
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