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Fermented 
Foods

What Are Fermented Foods?

Fermented foods are those changed by the desired action of microbes, 
usually bacteria or yeast. A wide range of foods can be fermented, including 
milk (dairy or non-dairy), vegetables, beans, grains, fruits, meats, and fish.

Fermented foods aren’t the same as probiotics, which are specific strains of 
live microbes with proven health benefits, like supporting your immune system 
or gut health. The microbes used to make fermented foods aren’t necessarily 
probiotics, though many are.

Choosing fermented foods with “live and active cultures” may benefit you 
most. Some fermented foods, such as sourdough bread and shelf-stable 
sauerkraut, are heat processed. That destroys live microbial cultures. Still, 
fermentation itself changes foods in ways that could help you.

Health Benefits of Fermented Foods

The process of fermentation can transform foods to make them:

	• Simpler to digest. Fermentation microbes make enzymes that help break 
down parts of food like protein and lactose (the natural sugar in milk).

	• More nutritious. Some bacteria that ferment foods produce vitamins, 
including vitamin K, vitamin B12, and other B vitamins.

	• Easier to absorb. Fermentation helps “free up” minerals and other healthy 
compounds (such as antioxidants) in foods so you can absorb them.

	• Higher in protective compounds. When microbes ferment foods, they 
release byproducts that can fight inflammation and protect your cells.

Regularly eating nutritious fermented foods may reduce your risk of chronic 
conditions, including type 2 diabetes, heart disease, certain cancers, and 
dementia (like Alzheimer’s). Yogurt is one of the best-studied fermented foods 
linked to a lower risk of chronic disease. Yogurt is also a good low-sodium 
option among fermented foods, many of which are made with salt. Generally, 
it is a good idea to include a variety of fermented foods three or more days 
per week as part of a health-promoting eating plan.

People have been eating fermented foods since ancient times. Fermentation 
helps preserve foods while also creating good flavors, aromas, and textures. 
Plus, it offers potential nutrition and health benefits.

FERMENTED FOODS

	• Cheese

	• Kefir (fermented drink)

	• Kimchi (Korean 
fermented vegetables)

	• Kombucha tea

	• Kvass (fermented beet 
drink)

	• Miso (fermented 
soybean paste)

	• Natto (fermented 
soybeans)

	• Nutritional yeast

	• Pickles

	• Sauerkraut

	• Sourdough bread

	• Tempeh (a block of 
fermented soybeans)

	• Yogurt

Note: If you are histamine-
intolerant, fermented foods 
may trigger symptoms. 
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