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ABSTRACT Emerging evidence has shown an association between the composition of
intestinal microbial communities and host physical activity, suggesting that modifications
of the gut microbiota composition may support training, performance, and post-exercise
recovery of the host. Nevertheless, investigation of differences in the gut microbiota
between athletes and individuals with reduced physical activity is still lacking. In this
study, we performed a meta-analysis of 207 publicly available shotgun metagenomics
sequencing data of fecal samples from athletes and healthy non-athletes. Accordingly,
analysis of species-level fecal microbial profiles revealed three recurring compositional
patterns, named HPC1 to 3, that characterize the host based on their commitment to
physical activity. Interestingly, the gut microbiome of athletes showed a higher abun-
dance of anti-inflammatory, health-promoting bacteria than that of non-athletic individu-
als. Moreover, the bacterial species profiled in the gut of professional athletes are short-
fatty acid producers, which potentially improve energy production, and therefore sports
performances. Intriguingly, microbial interaction network analyses suggested that exer-
cise-induced microbiota adaptation involves the whole microbial community structure,
resulting in a complex microbe-microbe interplay driven by positive relationships among
the predicted butyrate-producing community members.

IMPORTANCE Through metagenomic analyses, this work revealed that athletes have a
gut-associated microbial community enriched in butyrate-producing species com-
pared with non-athletes. This evidence can support the existence of a two-way asso-
ciation between the host’s lifestyle and the gut microbiota composition, with poten-
tial intriguing athletic performance outcomes.
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species producing short-chain fatty acids (SCFAs) (8). In particular, members of the
Veillonella genus, along with the metabolic pathways that this taxon utilizes for lactate con-
version to propionate, have been detected with elevated abundances in athletes (9),
thereby contributing to host metabolic efficiency by increasing energy availability, and
thus ultimately influencing athlete performance (10). Moreover, a recent study involving
professional and competitive unprofessional cyclists showed that a high training load of
the cyclists corresponds to a high abundance of gut-associated Prevotella genus members
(11). Notably, the presence of this genus has been correlated with increased metabolism of
branch chain amino acids, i.e,, leucine, valine, and isoleucine (11), which stimulates muscle
protein synthesis and accelerates recovery (12). Furthermore, athletes generally consume
higher energy diets than sedentary individuals, maintaining a high consumption of carbo-
hydrates and proteins and a low-fat intake, with implications in gut microbiota composi-
tion (13).

In this context, our study aimed to explore the microbial communities inhabiting
the gut of athletes and non-athletic individuals to highlight compositional and struc-
tural differences at the species level. For this purpose, we performed a meta-analysis
employing 207 shotgun metagenomics data sets retrieved from public repositories.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Meta-analysis of athletic and non-athletic individuals: data set selection and
bioinformatics. Public repositories were screened for all available shotgun metage-
nomic data sets of the gut microbiomes of the athletes and non-athletic individuals.
Specifically, we selected fecal metagenomics data from multiple sources to avoid the
limitations of a single-center study. Nevertheless, combining existing data from different
studies could lead to biased results due to the different strategies used to generate data
sets. In particular, while the DNA extraction method has been shown to produce a little
impact on the microbial structure of samples with high microbial load (14), the diverse
sequencing protocols could produce different results due to differences in sequence read
length and different methodologies exploited to determine the nucleotide sequences.
Accordingly, to achieve high resolution of the input data and avoid the above-mentioned
bias, we focused only on metagenomic data sets obtained by lllumina sequencing platform.

In detail, shotgun metagenomic sequencing data of 207 fecal samples from 107 non-
athletes and 100 athletes engaged in different types of sport (cyclist, rugby players, rower,
runner, and marathon athletes) were collected from six different studies (9, 11, 15-18) and
submitted to a meta-analysis aimed at elucidating the microbial species composition
(Table S1). After quality filtering and removal of reads mapping against the Homo sapiens
genome, we obtained a collection of high-quality metagenomic samples with an average
of 11,700,594 reads per sample (Table S1).

As previously suggested (7), the evaluation of the alpha-diversity, expressed as the species
richness, showed statistically significant differences between the gut microbiomes of non-ath-
letic individuals and athletes, with this latter showing a higher intestinal microbial biodiversity
(average of 30 versus 34 species with relative abundance > 0.05%, t test P-value < 0.05)
(Table S2). Similarly, analysis of inter-individual variability through PCoA revealed statistically
significant differences in the composition of fecal microbiota between athletes and non-ath-
letes (PERMANOVA P-values < 0.05) regardless of ethnic-geographic location, gender, sport
type, and study cohort (PERMANOVA P-values > 0.05), reflecting the notion that exercise and
exercise-related factors can shape the human gut microbial communities (Fig. S1a).

Taxonomic-based sample clustering and identification of the high prevalence
clusters. Hierarchical clustering (HCL) analysis was performed in combination with the
Silhouette method (9), employing the species-level relative abundance data to capture
recurrent different taxonomic profiles from metagenomic samples. This approach led
to obtaining a statistically optimal number of 10 sample clusters based on their differ-
ent bacterial composition, representing the community state types (CSTs), i.e., the
recurring microbial patterns observed across the investigated cohort of individuals
(Fig. 1a, Fig. S1b). Among these, three were identified as the most recurrent microbial
profiles, referred to as high prevalence clusters (HPCs), covering individually at least
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FIG 1 Cluster analysis of the 100 athletes and 107 non-athletes subjects based on gut-associated microbial community composition. Panel a
shows the circular HCL-based dendrogram resulting from metagenomic sample clustering that led to the definition of the three high
prevalence cluster (HPCs). The proportions of metagenomic samples from athlete and non-athletic individuals in each HPC are reported
through histograms outside the circle. Below, alpha- and beta-diversity analyses involving the three HPCs are depicted through a PCoA plot
and a bar chart, respectively. In panel b, the microbial taxonomic composition is visualized through a bar chart showing the average relative
abundance of each taxon at the species level. The main bacterial species showing statistically significant differences between HPCs are

highlighted with asterisks on the chart legend.
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15% of the samples and collectively 73% of the subjects included in the meta-analysis
(Fig. 1a, Table S3).

Integration of the HCL analysis with the available metadata highlighted peculiar
associations between HPCs and physical activity levels. In detail, while HPC1 showed a
mixed composition (52% of athletes and 48% of control individuals), HPC2 encom-
passed 82% of non-athletes and HPC3 included 87% of athletes (Fig. 1a, Table S3). To
note, after accounting for the study of origin, only 5% of the observed inter-samples
variability was explained, demonstrating that geographic location and sample process-
ing methods do not significantly impact on the microbial composition of the subjects
included in HPC3 (Fig. S1c). Consistently, the subjects included in the above-men-
tioned HPCs showed statistically diverse gut microbiome composition, as evidenced by
the principal coordinate analysis (PCoA) based on the microbial profiling data at the
species level (Fig. 1a). Moreover, microbial biodiversity appears significantly higher in
HPC3 (87% of athletes) compared with HPC1 (75% of non-athletes) (average species-
richness of 36.8 versus 31.4) (Fig. 1a). As a result, at first glance, it seems that the gut
microbiota of athletes is significantly diverse and more complex in terms of taxonomic
composition compared to those of subjects with a more sedentary lifestyle.

In particular, through the use of a polynomial linear model, which allows assessing
the variability explained by each species (indicated as Adj. R-Square), we highlighted
33 taxa with a value greater than 0.15 (19), thus representing the bacterial species hav-
ing the most impact in defining HPC structures (Table S3). In detail, these high-impact
taxa covered from 45.86% to 68.80% of the three HPC bacterial compositions and high-
lighted clear connections between specific taxonomic patterns and the host’s physical
activity level, as discussed below (Table S3).

Dissection of the key microbial players of the gut microbiome of athletes and
non-athletic individuals. In order to catch the association between physical activity
and specific taxa, we focused on the 33 microbial taxa individuated above as responsi-
ble for the main compositional differences between the three HPCs.

In particular, HPC1, composed of 52% of athletes and 48% of non-athletes, was dis-
tinct in having high relative abundances of Prevotella genus members (average relative
abundance of 43.9%) (Fig. 1b, Table S3), which are considered a common commensal
microorganism often associated with high dietary fiber intakes (20).

In contrast, HPC2, composed of 82% of samples from non-athletic individuals, was
defined by the presence of Bacteroides members, including Bacteroides uniformis with an av-
erage relative abundance of 17.5% (Fig. 1b, Table S3), as expected from healthy subjects
(21). Indeed, the Bacteroides taxon is well-known to represent a large portion of the domi-
nant healthy human gut microbiota, previously reported to characterize one of the three re-
nowned human enterotypes (22). Nevertheless, based on HPC2 composition, a non-athletic
lifestyle was associated with increased Alistipes putredinis abundance (average relative abun-
dance of 5.9%) compared with individuals with high physical activity, i.e, HPC3 (Fig. 1b,
Table S3). This taxon is a member of a relatively recent genus taxonomically closely related
to the Bacteroidetes phylum (23), whose role in the gut ecosystem is controversial (24).
However, previous studies have suggested an association between Alistipes and inflamma-
tion and disease, including cardiovascular disease and colorectal cancer (25, 26).

Of note, HPC3, composed for the 87% of athletes, is characterized by members of
Faecalibacterium genus, along with Eubacterium rectale and Blautia wexlerae, with average rela-
tive abundances of 15.2%, 14.4%, and 7.1%, respectively, thus resulting significantly higher
than those of non-athletic individuals (P-values < 0.05) (Fig. 1b, Table S3). Interestingly, F.
prausnitzii, E. rectale, and members of the Blautia genus have been linked with beneficial
effects in various clinical conditions, including inflammatory bowel diseases, metabolic syn-
dromes, and colorectal cancer (27-29). Moreover, these taxa have been reported to be respon-
sible for butyrate production (30-32), contributing not only to intestinal anti-inflammatory
effects but also to host energy metabolism through de novo synthesis of glucose and lipids,
which are primary sources of energy for the host organism (33, 34).

Remarkably, these findings revealed clear structural differences between the gut
microbiota of the athletes and that of subjects with no physical activity, suggesting the
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importance of athlete gut-associated microorganisms both as supporters of the gut
homeostasis as well as a source of compounds that can increase energy harvest, thus
possibly improving athlete performances. However, the limited availability of precise
information regarding the individual nutrition regimen did not allow further investiga-
tion of the correlation between diet and gut microbiota composition. Thus, future
studies will need to collect as a wide range of metadata as possible, including dietetic
regimes, that could be essential to understanding how exercise and exercise-associ-
ated factors affect the gut microbiota-host interactions in athletes.

Analysis of the interaction networks sustaining the gut microbial community
of athletes and non-athletes. In order to explore the intricate interaction network of the
multispecies community constituting the three HPCs, we performed a microbial co-occur-
rence analysis aimed at highlighting the degree of displacement (negative links) or coexis-
tence (positive links) between species (Table S4). Correlation data were represented by a
network of nodes (microbial species) linked in pairs by green edges when the relationships
were positive or red edges when they were negative. Furthermore, modularity clusters
(MCs) analysis allowed to detect community (sub)structures in networks, i.e.,, groups of taxa
highly interconnected (Fig. 2, Fig. 3). Interestingly, the comparison between the network
describing the gut-associated microbial community from athletes and non-athletes
revealed a marked difference in the number of statistically significant interactions among
taxa (positive and negative links) (Fig. 2). In particular, the microbial network of athletes
showed 328 statistically significant associations, of which 62% were positive, in contrast to
a total of 223 found gut microbiota members of non-athletic individuals (Table S4).
Generally, compared with relatively simple networks, complex interconnected networks
have a higher nutritional interaction among community members, such as cross-feeding of
essential small molecules, resulting in a more stable microbial consortium with improved
resilience to ecosystem disturbances (35). In addition, among the taxa with a prominent
role in athlete’s gut microbiota structure, we found species belonging to Faecalibacterium,
Eubacterium, Ruminococcus, and Blautia genera that are thought to promote intestinal bar-
rier integrity and prevent inflammation (36). Accordingly, these results suggested that the
microbial community of athletes exhibits improved stability compared with the gut micro-
biome of non-athletic individuals, pointing to the importance of microbial synergism
among health-promoting species in sustaining the exercise-induced microbiome changes.

Co-occurrence network analyses of HPCs1 to 3. Focusing on individual HPC-
derived networks, microbial correlation analysis of HPC1, which showed a mixed com-
position of non-athletic and athletic individuals, it is worth mentioning that members
of Prevotella genus (node 27 and 18), such as Prevotella copri (node 27), tend to domi-
nate their intestinal ecological niche. In addition, this taxon negatively correlated with
other typical key members of the healthy gut-associated microbial communities,
including B. uniformis, Ruminococcus gnavus, and members of Faecalibacterium genus
(Fig. 3a, Table S4). Simultaneously, a dense and intricate network of positive associa-
tions between minority players (proportion of 94% of the total network interactions)
seems to sustain the microbial community structure of HPC1.

Conversely, the HPC2, which covers mainly non-athletic subjects, appeared to be driven by
five related keystone taxa, belonging to Bacteroides (nodes 1 and 30), Phocaeicola (nodes 12
and 41), and Alistipes (node 8) genera (Fig. 3b, Table S4). In particular, these taxa were engaged
in negative correlations mainly with potentially anti-inflammatory, butyrate-producing bacteria
from the genera Ruminoccoccus, Faecalibacterium, and Blautia (28, 37), thus revealing a possible
negative impact of a sedentary or low physical activity lifestyle on health-associated commen-
sal bacteria. However, a small-scale subnetwork (light blue) comprising well-known commen-
sals of the healthy human gut microbiota, such as Bifidobacterium longum, Bifidobacterium ado-
lescentis, and Collinsella aerofaciens (Fig. 3b, Table S4), despite their low relative abundance in
non-athletic subjects (<1%), seem to play a pivotal role in establishing positive correlations
with other minor microbial players, regulating a large part of the microbial consortium charac-
terizing healthy non-athletic individuals.

Interestingly, interaction networks describing the gut-associated microbial commu-
nity of athletes, i.e,, HPC3 (Fig. 3¢, Table S4), showed the highest number of species
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FIG 2 Interaction network supporting the structure of the gut microbial consortia in athletes and non-athletes. Panel a reports
the interaction network of athlete gut microbiota, and panel b depicts the interaction network of the fecal microbial community
of non-athletic individuals. In the force-driven networks, nodes represent bacterial taxa, and covariance values were used to
construct the edges. Red edges correspond to negative correlations, while green edges represent positive associations. The node
size is proportional to the relative average abundance of each taxon.
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FIG 3 Co-occurrence network characterizing the three HPCs. The networks visualize the covariance relationships between the
microbial taxa composing HPC1 (panel a), HPC2 (panel b), and HPC3 (panel c). HPC1 encompasses 52% of athletes and 48% of non-
athletic subjects, HPC2 contains 82% of non-athletes, and HPC3 contains 87% of athletes. The complete one-to-one correspondence
between node labels and microbial taxa is available in Table S5.

March/April 2022 Volume 10 Issue 2 10.1128/spectrum.00420-22



https://journals.asm.org/journal/spectrum
https://doi.org/10.1128/spectrum.00420-22

The Athlete Gut Microbiome

that, being involved in conspicuous biotic interactions, seem to influence the whole-
community dynamics of the athlete gut microbiota. Indeed, as previously mentioned,
health-associated species, i.e., Faecalibacterium prausnitzii (node 6), Blautia wexlerae
(node 5), and Eubacterium rectale (node 4), along with Ruminococcus gnavus (node 9),
act as keystone taxa in HPC3, exerting considerable control on the entire community
structure (Fig. 3¢, Table S4). In addition, these taxa are involved in strong positive associa-
tions (Spearman correlation coefficient value > 0.5) with members of the Coprococcus and
Roseburia genera that, being part of commensal bacteria producing SCFAs, primarily butyr-
ate, exert a positive influence on intestinal barrier maintenance, colonic motility, and anti-
inflammatory processes (38-40). Besides, additional low-abundance members appear to
have significant effects on the intestinal niche, reflecting the existence of a complex and
solid ecosystem. As a result, removing a few species likely does not lead to a dramatic shift
in the composition. Taken together, these findings support the notion that exercise can
affect the gut microbiota composition, inducing qualitative and quantitative changes that
may confer beneficial effects to the host and possibly to athletic performance.

Conclusion. Accumulating evidence has suggested a bidirectional association between
physical activity and the composition of the microbial communities inhabiting the human
intestinal environment (41). Indeed, differences in the gut microbiota composition have
been observed between athletes and non-athletes, with this latter showing an increased
abundance of short-chain fatty acids (SCFAs)-producing bacterial species (8, 42). In turn,
the gut microbiota is thought to play a significant role in amino acid and carbohydrate
host metabolism, likely indirectly influencing athlete health, training, sports performance,
and post-exercise recovery (41, 43).

In this framework, a metagenomic analysis was performed by exploiting publicly
available shotgun metagenomic data sets with the aim to provide insights into the
gut-associated microbial community structure in athletes. In particular, a collection of
100 metagenomic samples from athletes and 107 from healthy non-athletic individuals
allowed us to identify three high prevalence clusters (HPC1 to 3), i.e., recurring patterns
of microbial composition. Interestingly, the gut microbiome of athletes (HPC3) showed
higher biodiversity with an increased abundance of gut-associated health-promoting
bacterial species compared to non-athletes.

In particular, SCFAs-producing species such as F. prausnitzii, E. rectale, B. wexlerae,
and R. gnavus, were associated with athlete physical activity, revealing their possible
contribution to the host health, regulating inflammation and immune system, as well
as athlete’s energy acquisition and sport performances. Moreover, an intricate and
solid network of biotic interactions sustained by seven health-promoting key species
and a range of concurrent low-abundance taxa seems to characterize the microbial
community of athletes. In contrast, a less clustered and less inter-connected network
was obtained from non-athletic subjects. Based on these findings, it appears that exer-
cise induces gut microbiota changes resulting in an increased abundance of bacteria
with potential health benefits, such as SCFAs producers, cooperating in complex, inter-
connected microbial communities, with possible positive implications on sports per-
formance. Future detailed functional analysis addressing the metabolic capability of
the gut microbiota will aid in elucidating the connection between microbial-derived
metabolites and athletic versus non-athletic lifestyle.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Metagenomic sample collection. With the aim to explore the differences in the gut microbiome
composition between athletes and non-athletic individuals, we retrieved all the publicly available shot-
gun metagenomic raw data (fastq) from the National Center of Biotechnology Information (NCBI)
Sequence Read Archive (SRA) database. Accordingly, to safeguard consistency and equivalence across
metagenomic samples from different studies, we selected only those produced through lllumina
sequencing method. As a result, we collected 207 shotgun metagenomics samples from six different
studies (PRJEB15388, PRJEB28338, PRJEB32794, PRINA472785, PRINA305507, PRJEB20054), of which 100
corresponded to athlete gut microbiomes, and 107 were from healthy non-athletes (Table S1). In addi-
tion, the respective metadata regarding health status, training type, exercise intensity level, and diet
were also collected (Table S1).
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Metagenomics data processing and taxonomic profiling. The fastq raw data obtained from pub-
licly repositories were submitted to quality filtering to remove sequence reads with low quality scores
(<25). Subsequently, removal of reads mapping on the hg19 human reference genome was performed
to exclude host DNA. This process allowed to achieve an average of 11,700,594 = 9,886,096 reads per
sample that were submitted to downstream analyses. The retained reads were subjected to taxonomic
classification using METAnnotatorX2 bioinformatics platform (44), which performs MegaBLAST local
alignment of reads (45) to the curated non-redundant sequence database of genomes retrieved from
NCBI servers.

For each metagenomic sample, taxonomical biodiversity, i.e., species richness, was calculated as the num-
ber of gut-associated bacterial taxa whose sequenced reads had a relative abundance greater than 0.5%.
Similarities between samples (beta-diversity) were calculated by Bray-Curtis dissimilarity based on species
abundance. The range of similarities is calculated between values 0 and 1. PCoA representation of beta-diver-
sity was performed using ORIGIN 2021 (https://www.originlab.com/2021). In the PCoA each dot represented
a sample, distributed in tridimensional space according to its own bacterial composition.

The hierarchical clustering (HCL) of samples was achieved employing bacterial composition at the
species level and was calculated through TMeV 4.8.1 software using Pearson correlation as a distance
metric based on species-level information. The data obtained was represented by a dendrogram.

Microbial co-occurrence and network analyses. Covariance analysis involving the 332 bacterial
species obtained by taxonomic profiling of the 207 metagenomic fecal samples was realized employing
Kendall’s tau rank covariance analysis (46). Using software Gephi (https://gephi.org/), the obtained corre-
lation coefficients were exploited to build a force-driven network, whose nodes represent bacterial spe-
cies, and edges define their relationships. The node size is related to the number of interactions of a spe-
cific microbial taxon, i.e., the node degree, while the edge color shows the type of interaction, i.e.,
positive (green) or negative (red).

Statistical analysis. ORIGIN 2021 (https://www.originlab.com/2021) and SPSS software (www.ibm
.com/software/it/analytics/spss/) were used to compute statistical analyses. PERMANOVA analyses were
performed using 1,000 permutations to assess p-values for differences among populations in PCoA anal-
yses. Furthermore, bacterial abundance differences were tested by t-test analysis.
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