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Symbiotic Microbes
Entire ecosystems of microbes thrive inside the human gut, mouth, airways, and even on our skin. 
Like organisms in the earth’s ecosystems, our body’s microbes have symbiotic relationships with us 
and with each other. And because these organisms depend on one another, disrupting one microbe 
can affect the entire ecosystem. 

Read about some of these microbes, look for clues, and match them to the area of the body where 
they might thrive. Once you have made your choice, write the name of the microbe on the human 
body diagram.
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Staphylococcus epiderm
idis 

(bacterium
)

S. epiderm
idis releases chem

icals that 
block other m

icrobes, such as S. A
ureas, 

from
 grow

ing. This m
icrobe thrives in 

and around a sneezy breezy area.

Sym
biosis: C

om
m

ensalism

This organism
 is norm

ally harm
less but 

som
e strains can infect skin w

ounds or 
incisions.

M
alassezia globosa (fungus)

This single-celled fungus can’t m
ake 

its ow
n fats, so it harvest w

hat it needs 
to survive from

 the body’s greasiest 
places.

Sym
biosis: C

om
m

ensalism

In som
e people, the byproducts that M

. 
globosa m

akes as it breaks dow
n fats 

can lead to dandruff.

H
elicobacter pylori (bacterium

)

C
hildren colonized w

ith H
. pylori are 

less likely than the uncolonized to 
have allergies and asthm

a, suggesting 
that this bacterium

 m
ay help train the 

im
m

une system
. It lives on nutrients in 

the food w
e eat, and it avoids com

peti-
tion by surviving in an extrem

ely acidic 
place.

Sym
biosis: M

utualism

In about 15%
 of colonized adults, H

. 
pylori is associated w

ith ulcers and 
cancers.

D
ental Plaque (m

ixed bacterial spp)

A m
ixture of sym

biotic bacteria builds 
its ow

n m
ini-ecosystem

, a biofilm
 that is 

resistant to invasion by other m
icrobes. 

Sticky, sw
eet foods are especially 

nourishing to this ecosystem
.

Sym
biosis: C

om
m

ensalism
, w

ith good 
dental hygeine.

Som
e species in this ecosystem

 turn 
sugars into acids, leading to cavities.

Propionibacterium
 acnes (bacterium

)

P. acnes breaks dow
n oils that the 

body m
akes, turning its environm

ents 
slightly acidic to inhibit the grow

ht of 
pathogens.

Sym
biosis: M

utualism

P. acnes is m
ost often harm

less, but it 
can infect hair follicles, causing acne.

Bifidobacterium
 spp. (m

any bacterial 
species)

Bifidobacteria live off carbohydrates 
that w

e can’t digest. They m
ake several 

vitam
ins (including K, B12, and folate) 

that w
e can’t m

ake on our ow
n. Som

e of 
these vitam

ins strengthen our im
m

une 
system

.

Sym
biosis: M

utualism

D
em

odex folliculitis (arthropod)

C
law

s and scales help keep D
. follic-

ulitis anchored in places w
here they 

m
ight be blinked aw

ay. Sharp m
outh 

parts puncture cells and suck out their 
innards.

Sym
biosis: C

om
m

ensalism

M
ost people unknow

ingly host these 
m

icrobes, w
hich can cause inflam

m
a-

tion in som
e.

Bacteriophage (viruses)

Bacteriophage density is greatest in the 
m

ucosal lining of an organ that is w
et, 

w
arm

, and full of post-digestion food 
rem

nants. These viruses cannot infect 
our cells, but they do infect and kill 
bacteria. They keep bacterial popula-
tions in balance, and they attack som

e 
that m

ight otherw
ise m

ake us sick.

Sym
biosis: M

utualism
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