
Food and Digestion
In the human digestive system, food enters the 

mouth and passes through a long series of tubes. 

As food moves through the digestive system, it is 

broken down into tiny bits, or molecules. These 

molecules can then be absorbed, or taken up, 

by the body and enter the bloodstream, which 

moves the nutrients to where they’re needed 

in the body. What cannot be absorbed leaves 

the body as waste. Normally, it takes hours for 

humans to fully digest food.

When Things Go Wrong 

The problem with processed foods, like fried 

fast foods and foods that are high in fat, is they 

can move through the body before they can be 

fully digested, leading to diarrhea (die-uh-REE-

ah). Or they can stay in the digestive system too 

long, causing a bloated, or full, feeling. Other 

signs of poor digestion include stomach pain and  

nausea (NAW-zhuh), over-tiredness, joint pain, 

and heartburn—a burning feeling in the chest 

that occurs after eating.

A diet that consists mostly of processed foods 

can also cause long-term health problems. This 

is because processed foods often contain lots 

of salt, sugar, and added fats. Too much salt 

and added fats can increase the risk of heart-

related diseases, such as heart attack and stroke. 

Because processed foods contain more calories 

than whole foods, eating lots of processed foods 

may cause you to become overweight. Obesity, 

a condition caused when the body stores too 

much fat, can increase your risk of other serious  

diseases, including diabetes.

 

Tips for “Eating Smart”
Eating a healthy diet is the best way to prevent 

most digestive problems and nutrition-related 

diseases. How can you be sure you’re eating right? 

How can you kick bad eating habits and estab-

lish ones that support good health? Follow these  

“eating smart” tips:

• Eat more fruits and vegetables and foods with 

fiber like beans and whole grains. Eat fewer 

sugary snacks, which are high in energy but low 

in nutrients.

• When sitting down for a meal, think about 

healthy choices. Try dividing and filling your 

plate with one-half vegetables, one-quarter 

whole-grain carbohydrates, and one-quarter 

lean protein.

• Be prepared to make trade-offs: if you want 

dessert, have a single scoop of ice cream 

instead of a sundae.

• Don’t eat more than your body needs. It may 

help to eat more slowly during meals or to have 

healthy snacks between meals.
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Foods provide the energy and nutrients our bodies need to 
function. For this to happen, foods must first be broken 
down into small pieces that the body can absorb.


