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INTRODUCTION:
RETHINKING THE
ROLE OF STOMACH
ACID

For decades, the public
has  been  bombarded
with  advertisements
for  antac ids ,  ac id
b l o c k e r s ,  a n d
heartburn  remedies
that  paint  stomach
acid as the enemy. The
prevailing  narrative
suggests  that  any
sensation of burning or
discomfort in the upper
digestive tract is due to
an  overabundance  of
ac id  that  must  be

n e u t r a l i z e d  o r
suppressed .  Th i s
marketing has been so
successful that millions
of people now routinely
take  acid-suppressing
medications,  often
w i t h o u t  a  p r o p e r
diagnosis,  believing
they  are  doing  their
s t o m a c h  a  f a v o r .
However,  a  growing
body  of  research  and
clinical  experience  is
c h a l l e n g i n g  t h i s
oversimplified  view.
The  truth  is  far  more
nuanced  and ,  f o r
many,  surpr is ing:
stomach  ac id  i s
good  for  you .  Far
from being a corrosive
villain, stomach acid is
a  vital,  multifaceted
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fluid  that  is  essential
for  optimal  digestion,
robust  immunity,  and
o v e r a l l  h e a l t h .
Understanding  i ts
crucial  functions  and
recognizing  the  signs
of low acid, rather than
h i g h  a c i d ,  c a n
transform  how  we
approach  digestive
wellness.

WHAT IS STOMACH
ACID AND WHY IS
IT ESSENTIAL?

S t o m a c h  a c i d ,
primarily  composed of
hydrochloric acid (HCl),
is a powerful digestive
fluid  produced  by  the
parietal cells lining the
stomach.  I t  i s  not
mere l y  a  pass i ve
c o m p o n e n t  o f
d igest ion;  i t  i s  an
a c t i v e  a n d
i n d i s p e n s a b l e
participant.  The pH of
stomach acid is highly
a c i d i c ,  t y p i c a l l y
ranging  from  1.5  to

3.5,  a  level  potent
enough  to  dissolve
certain metals and kill
a  w i d e  a r r a y  o f
bacteria  and  viruses.
But instead of being a
problem, this acidity is
precisely what makes it
so valuable. Our bodies
h a v e  e v o l v e d
s o p h i s t i c a t e d
m e c h a n i s m s  t o
produce  and  manage
this  acid  because  it
serves  several  non-
negotiable  roles.

The
Fundame
ntal
Functions
of
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Hydrochl
oric Acid
Stomach  ac id  i s
good for you because
it  performs  tasks  that
no  other  digestive
secretion can replicate.
Its  primary  functions
include:

Protein
Digestion: HCl
activates the
enzyme
pepsinogen into
pepsin, the only
enzyme capable
of breaking down
collagen and
initiating the
digestion of large
protein
molecules into
smaller peptides.
Without sufficient
acid, protein
digestion is
severely
impaired.

Pathogen
Defense: The
highly acidic
environment acts
as a formidable
barrier against
ingested
pathogens,
including
bacteria, viruses,
fungi, and
parasites that
may be present
in food or water.
This is a critical
first line of
immune defense.
Nutrient
Absorption:
Proper stomach
acid levels are
required for the
absorption of
several essential
micronutrients,
particularly
vitamin B12,
calcium,
magnesium, zinc,
iron, and folic
acid. Without
adequate acid,
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deficiencies can
develop even
with a nutrient-
rich diet.
Digestive
Enzyme
Trigger: The
acidic chyme
(partially
digested food)
entering the
duodenum
signals the
pancreas and
gallbladder to
release their
digestive
enzymes and
bile, ensuring
that digestion
continues
smoothly
downstream.
Gut
Microbiome
Regulation: By
controlling the
population of
ingested
microbes,
stomach acid
helps maintain a

healthy balance
of gut flora,
preventing the
overgrowth of
pathogenic
organisms in the
small intestine.

THE CRUCIAL
ROLES OF
STOMACH ACID IN
DIGESTION

To  truly  understand
why stomach acid is
good for you, it helps
to trace the journey of
a meal from the mouth
to the small  intestine,
observing  the  pivotal
part  that HCl plays at
each step.

Breaking
Down
Protein:
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The
Invisible
Work of

Pepsin
When you eat a steak,
a  piece  of  fish,  or  a
serving  of  beans,  you
are  consuming  large,
c o m p l e x  p r o t e i n
m o l e c u l e s .  T h e
stomach is the primary
s i t e  w h e r e  t h e
breakdown  of  these
proteins  begins.  The
p r e s e n c e  o f
hydroch lor ic  ac id
denatures  or  unfolds
these proteins, making
them accessible to the
e n z y m e  p e p s i n .
Without  enough  acid,
pepsin is not activated,
and proteins pass into
the  small  intestine
largely intact. This can
lead  to  bloating,  gas,

and a sense of fullness
that persists for hours.
It can also trigger food
sensitivities,  as  larger
protein fragments may
cross  the  intestinal
barrier and provoke an
immune response. The
key  takeaway  is  that
efficient  protein
digestion  hinges  on
robust  stomach  acid.

Absorbin
g Vital
Nutrients:
More
Than Just
Food
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
compelling  arguments
for the statement that
stomach  ac id  i s
good for  you  lies  in



6

6 Stomach Acid Is Good For You 2024-06-30

i ts  role  in  nutr ient
absorption.  Consider
vitamin  B12,  which  is
bound  to  protein  in
food. Stomach acid and
pepsin are required to
f r ee  B12  f r om  i t s
protein  binders  so  it
can bind with intrinsic
factor and be absorbed
in  the  ileum.  Without
sufficient  acid,  B12
deficiency  becomes  a
real  risk,  leading  to
fatigue, brain fog, and
neurological  issues.
Similarly,  calcium  and
magnesium  need  an
acidic environment for
optimal  absorption.
T h i s  i s  w h y  m a n y
people, especially older
adults  who  naturally
produce  less  stomach
acid,  struggle  with
nutrient  deficiencies
even  when  their  diet
appears adequate. The
a c i d  i s  n o t  t h e
problem; low acid is.

Preventin
g Small
Intestinal
Bacterial
Overgrow
th (SIBO)
Another  profound
benefit  of  adequate
stomach acid is its role
in  keeping  the  small
intestine  relatively
ster i le .  The  smal l
i n t e s t i n e  i s  n o t
designed  to  host  a
l a r g e  b a c t e r i a l
populat ion.  When
stomach acid levels are
low, bacteria from the
mouth  and  food  can
survive  the  stomach
passage  and  colonize
the  small  intestine,
l e a d i n g  t o  S m a l l
Intestinal  Bacterial
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Overgrowth  (SIBO).
SIBO is associated with
bloating,  diarrhea,
malabsorption,  and
nutrient  deficiencies.
By  ma in ta i n i ng  a
s t r o n g l y  a c i d i c
stomach  environment,
we essentially sterilize
t h e  f o o d  w e  e a t ,
protecting the sensitive
small  intestine  from
microbial invasion. This
unde rsco res  how
stomach  ac id  i s
good  for  you  as  a
g u a r d i a n  o f  g u t
ecology.

STOMACH ACID AS
YOUR FIRST LINE
OF DEFENSE

Beyond  digestion,  the
immune  system  relies
heavily  on  the  acidity
of the stomach. In fact,
the  stomach  lining  is
one of the body's most
important  immune
barr iers.  When  we
s w a l l o w  h a r m f u l
bacteria like H. pylori,

E.  coli,  or  Salmonella,
they  must  first  survive
t h e  h o s t i l e
environment  of  the
stomach.  A  healthy,
acidic stomach kills the
vast  majority  of  these
pathogens before they
c a n  e s t a b l i s h  a n
infection. Low stomach
acid, however, creates
a  gateway  for  these
organisms  to  pass
through  and  cause
il lness.  This  is  why
people  on  long-term
a c i d - s u p p r e s s i n g
medications  have  a
higher  risk  of  certain
g a s t r o i n t e s t i n a l
infections,  including
Clostridioides  difficile
a n d  f o o d b o r n e
illnesses.  The  acid  is
our shield, and when it
i s  d imin ished,  we
b e c o m e  m o r e
vulnerable.
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Why
Heartbur
n Is Often
Not About
Too Much

Acid
Perhaps  the  most
c o m m o n
misconception  is  that
heartburn  and  acid
reflux  are  caused  by
excess  stomach  acid.
In  reality,  for  many
people, the issue is not
too  much  acid,  but
rather the acid being in
the  wrong  place.  The
lower  esophageal
sphincter  (LES) ,  a
muscular  valve at  the
j u n c t i o n  o f  t h e
e s o p h a g u s  a n d
s t o m a c h ,  c a n
malfunction,  allowing

acid to splash upward.
This  is  a  mechanical
p r o b l e m ,  n o t
necessarily  a  problem
of acid overproduction.
Fur thermore ,  low
stomach  ac id  can
actually cause the LES
t o  r e l a x
i n a p p r o p r i a t e l y ,
worsening reflux. Many
individuals  who  suffer
from chronic heartburn
actua l ly  have  low
s t o m a c h  a c i d
(hypoch lo rhyd r i a ) .
W h e n  t h e y  t a k e
a n t a c i d s ,  t h e y
temporarily relieve the
burning sensation,  but
t h e y  m a y  b e
perpetua t ing  the
underlying  issue  by
further  reducing  an
already  insufficient
a c i d  l e v e l .  T h i s
counterintuitive  reality
is  a  cornerstone  of
functional  medicine:
stomach  ac id  i s
good  for  you ,  and
suppressing  it  without
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understanding the root
cause can lead to long-
term health problems.

THE LINK
BETWEEN LOW
STOMACH ACID
AND COMMON
DIGESTIVE ISSUES

The  symptoms  of  low
stomach  acid  often
mimic  those  of  high
stomach  acid,  leading
to  misdiagnosis  and
i n a p p r o p r i a t e
treatment. Recognizing
t h e  s i g n s  o f
hypochlorhydria  is
crucial  for  anyone
seeking  to  improve
their  digestive  health.

Classic
Symptom
s of

Hypochlo
rhydria

Bloating and
belching
immediately
after meals
Heartburn and
indigestion
A sensation of
fullness that lasts
for hours after
eating
Nausea after
taking
supplements
Undigested food
in stool
Iron deficiency
anemia
Chronic fatigue
Weak or brittle
fingernails
Acne or rosacea
Food sensitivities
and allergies

I f  y o u  r e c o g n i z e
s e v e r a l  o f  t h e s e
s y m p t o m s ,  i t  i s
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possible  that  your
stomach acid levels are
suboptimal.  The  good
news is that there are
natural  and  effective
ways  to  support  and
restore  healthy  acid
production.

CAUSES OF LOW
STOMACH ACID
(HYPOCHLORHYDR
IA)

Several  factors  can
c o n t r i b u t e  t o
diminished  stomach
a c i d  p r o d u c t i o n ,
including:

Age
S t o m a c h  a c i d
production  naturally
decl ines  with  age.
Research suggests that
up  to  30%  of  people
over  the  age  of  60
have  hypochlorhydria,
a n d  t h i s  n u m b e r
increases further in the
elderly.  This  is  one
reason  why  o lde r

adults are more prone
to  nutrient  deficiencies
and  gastrointestinal
infections.

Chronic
Stress
The digestive system is
highly  sensit ive  to
stress. When the body
is  in  a  chronic  fight-or-
flight  state,  blood  flow
is  diverted away from
the  digestive  organs,
and  the  production  of
s tomach  ac id  and
digestive  enzymes
decreases.  This  is  a
survival  mechanism,
b u t  w h e n  s t r e s s
becomes  chronic,  it
undermines  digestive
function.

Dietary
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Factors
A  d i e t  h i g h  i n
processed  foods ,
refined sugars, and low
in  whole  foods  can
impair  stomach  acid
production.  Zinc,  a
mineral critical for acid
production,  is  often
deficient  in  modern
diets.  Low dietary salt
i n take  i s  another
factor,  as  sodium  is
r e q u i r e d  f o r  t h e
chloride component of
HCl.

Medicatio
ns
Long - te rm  use  o f
proton pump inhibitors
(PPIs) and H2 blockers,
commonly  prescribed
for  acid  reflux,  directly
suppresses  stomach
acid  production.  While
these  medications  are
invaluable  for  short-

term  use  in  specific
conditions, chronic use
c a n  l e a d  t o
hypochlorhydria and its
a s s o c i a t e d
consequences.

HOW TO SUPPORT
HEALTHY
STOMACH ACID
LEVELS
NATURALLY

I f  you  suspect  you
have low stomach acid,
it  is  essential  to  work
wi th  a  hea l thcare
provider to confirm the
diagnosis and rule out
underlying  conditions
like H. pylori  infection
o r  a u t o i m m u n e
gastritis.  Once  these
are addressed, several
natural  strategies  can
help  restore  healthy
acid  levels.

Dietary
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Adjustme
nts

Eat Mindfully:
Chew your food
thoroughly and
eat in a relaxed
state. Digestion
begins in the
mouth, and
adequate
chewing signals
the stomach to
prepare for the
incoming meal.
Include Bitter
Foods: Bitter
greens like
arugula,
dandelion, and
endive stimulate
digestive
secretions,
including
stomach acid.
Adding a small
salad with a
lemon
vinaigrette
before meals can

be very helpful.
Fermented
Foods:
Fermented
vegetables like
sauerkraut,
kimchi, and
pickles provide
beneficial
bacteria and may
help support
overall digestive
function. A small
amount of raw
apple cider
vinegar diluted in
water before
meals is another
traditional
remedy that can
mimic the effects
of stomach acid.
Avoid
Overeating:
Large meals can
overwhelm a
weak digestive
system. Eating
smaller, more
frequent meals
can reduce
digestive burden
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and improve
tolerance.

Lifestyle
Modificati
ons

Manage Stress:
Incorporating
stress-reducing
practices such as
deep breathing,
meditation, and
gentle exercise
before meals can
shift the body
into a
parasympathetic
relaxed state,
which is
necessary for
optimal
digestion.
Zinc-Rich
Foods: Ensure
adequate intake
of zinc, a key
cofactor for
stomach acid

production. Good
sources include
oysters, beef,
pumpkin seeds,
and chickpeas.
Hydration
Between
Meals: Drink
plenty of water
throughout the
day, but avoid
drinking large
amounts with
meals, as excess
liquid can dilute
stomach acid.

Suppleme
ntation
(Under
Professio
nal
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Guidance )
In


