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Here's why sauerkraut, yogurt, and
other fermented foods protect you
against cancer

Richard Béliveau

Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, March 17, 2025.

Several studies report that fermented foods reduce chronic
inflammation, a major cancer risk factor. This is clearly
evidenced by the significant reduction in the risk of colorectal
cancer among regular yogurt consumers.

Humans have used fermentation for millennia to improve the shelf
life of several foods, whether milk derivatives (yogurt, cheese,
kefir), vegetables (sauerkraut and kimchi), legumes (miso,
tempeh), or alcoholic beverages (wine, beer).

The production of acids (lactic, acetic, propionic), peptides with
antibacterial properties (bacteriocins), and ethanol through
microbial metabolism helps reduce contamination by various
opportunistic microorganisms and maintain food safety for longer
periods.

IMMUNE EDUCATION

Fermentation also leads to several changes in food composition
due to the numerous molecular compounds generated by microbial
metabolism (vitamins, bioactive peptides, polyphenols,
oligosaccharides).

Many fermented foods also contain significant quantities of live
microorganisms (probiotics), and studies suggest that repeated
exposure of the digestive system to these microorganisms and
molecules of microbial origin could play a crucial role in
educating the immune system and thus reducing the risk of
inappropriate immune reactions such as chronic inflammation and
autoimmune diseases.

ANTI-INFLAMMATORY MICROBES

This positive impact on the immune system is well illustrated by
the results of a study comparing the anti-inflammatory effect of
fermented foods to that of a high-fiber diet (1).

Over a 10-week period, analysis of blood and fecal samples
collected from participants in each group revealed that
consumption of fermented foods resulted in a greater increase in
bacterial diversity and a greater reduction in inflammatory
markers than those observed following an increase in fiber intake.

It therefore appears that adding fermented products to the diet
represents a rapid and effective way to improve the composition
and function of the microbiota and reduce chronic inflammation.

This anti-inflammatory effect could therefore explain the well-
documented effect of certain fermented products such as yogurt on

the risk of cancer, particularly colon cancer.

A review of several studies on this topic observed that the risk of
colorectal cancer was reduced by 13% in regular yogurt
consumers (2) and that this protective effect was particularly
pronounced for tumors of the proximal (right-sided) colon, a
cancer subtype associated with a poorer prognosis (3).

REGENERATING MICROBIAL DIVERSITY

The world we live in is increasingly sanitized, whether due to
increased hygiene, the widespread use of antibiotics, the
consumption of sterile processed foods, or urban life that keeps us
out of close contact with nature.

Examination of the intestinal bacteria of indigenous populations
with traditional lifestyles has also highlighted the disappearance,
among inhabitants of wealthy countries, of certain bacterial strains
that play essential roles in controlling human metabolism. It is
believed that this disappearance could contribute to the rise of
several chronic diseases currently affecting these populations in
industrialized countries (4).

The consumption of fermented foods is a way of compensating, at
least in part, for the major loss of microbial diversity caused by
these numerous changes to our modern lifestyle.
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