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Microscopic creatures—including bacteria, fungi and viruses—can make you ill. But what you may not realize is that 

trillions of microbes are living in and on your body right now. Most don’t harm you at all. In fact, they help you digest 

food, protect against infection and even maintain your reproductive health. We tend to focus on destroying bad 

microbes. But taking care of good ones may be even more important.
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The Benefits of Microbes
You might be surprised to learn that your microbes actually outnumber 

your own cells by 10 to one. Here are just a few benefits microbes bring:

Help with digestion: One of the most important things microbes 
do for us is to help with digestion. The mix of microbes in your 

gut can affect how well you use and store energy from food. 
In laboratory experiments, transferring bacteria from certain 

obese mice to normal ones led to increased fat in the normal 
mice.

Skin health: Microbes are also important for your skin, 
one of the body’s first lines of defense against illness 
and injury. Skin health depends on the delicate balance 
between your own cells and the microbes that live on its 
surface. 

Aid in a healthy immune system:  Microbes are also 
important to the body’s infection-fighting immune system. 
In one recent study, NIH scientists examined special mice 
that were born and raised to be germ-free. These mice 

seemed to have weak immune function. In contrast, normal 
mice have vibrant bacterial communities and a rich variety of 

immune cells and molecules on their skin.
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Microbes & Antibiotics
Some scientists believe that you might be altering your body’s microbes 
for the worse by using antibiotics too often. In a recent study researchers 
found that low-dose antibiotic therapy affected the gut microbes of 
young mice. Antibiotics also altered how the mice used sugars and fats. 
After seven weeks, treated mice had up to 15 percent more fat than 
untreated mice. This and other studies suggest that gut bacteria can 
affect both appetite and how you use energy in food.

In the study, the germ-free mice were also exposed to Staphylococcus 
epidermidis, one of the most common bacteria on human skin. Adding 
this one species of bacteria boosted immune function in the mouse skin. The 
mice with S. epidermidis were able to defend against a parasite, whereas the 
bacteria-free mice weren’t.

Researchers note that we often have a sense that the bacteria that live on our 
skin are harmful. But in this study it was shown that these bacteria can play 
an important role in promoting health by preventing skin infections from 
becoming more prolonged, pronounced and more serious.

How to Keep a Healthy Balance
So what can you do to protect against microbes that cause infection but take 
care of the ones that help you? We know that washing our hands is important 
for removing harmful microbes—for example, before eating or after using the 
bathroom.

Other less obvious things can affect your skin microbes. The lotions and creams 
you use can provide a barrier to protect your skin’s moisture, but the chemicals 
and fragrances in these creams may also negatively affect the good microbes on 
your skin. There’s not one right answer about which skin products are best for 
you. Experiment to see how different ones affect your skin.

Many researchers worry that some people are trying to get too clean. Some 
scientists believe that people are using sanitizers and antibiotic products too 
often. Obviously, there are many bad germs, but if you go overboard trying to 
get rid of the bad guys it could have a collateral effect on the good guys.

You’re never alone when it comes to your microbes. But don’t get squeamish 
about it. Just remember how much you need them.

• Don’t be scared of microbes. Most actually help you.

• Don’t pressure your doctor to give you antibiotics, 
especially if you have a virus (antibiotics treat bacterial 
infections, not viruses). They may cause more harm than 
good.

• Know when to wash your hands—for example, when 
preparing food and before eating. To learn more, visit 
www.Cdc.Gov/handwashing. 

• Don’t use antibacterial products you don’t need. 

• Don’t go overboard with hand sanitizers. They’re useful in 
health care settings, but hand washing is a better option 
in most situations.

• Experiment with different skin moisturizers to see which 
work best for you.

• There’s no conclusive evidence that so-called “probiotic” 
products have health benefits.

PROTECT YOUR MICROBES
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