
Putting the Spotlight  
on Probiotics

Probiotics are defined as “live microorganisms that, 

when administered in adequate amounts, confer a 

health benefit on the host” (World Health Organisation, 

2011).1 Given the associations between an altered gut 

microbial composition and the potential implications on 

health, the interest in probiotics as a gut-microbiome 

targeted therapy continues to grow.

Exploring the gut microbiome

The human microbiome is 

home to approximately 38 

trillion microbes, the majority 

of which live in the large 

intestine.2 While a healthy 

gut microbiome (GM) is 

difficult to define, a hallmark 

feature of gut health is 

microbial diversity which is associated with stability and 

resilience.3 

 

An imbalance in gut bacteria 

An imbalance (often termed ‘dysbiosis)  

can generally be defined as:4

• An increase in potentially harmful microbes

• Loss of microbial diversity

• Loss of beneficial microbes

There are many factors throughout the lifespan which 

can negatively impact microbial composition within 

the  gut microbiome (e.g. mode of birth, medication 

use, dietary intake).4 An imbalance in gut bacteria is 

implicated in the pathophysiology of gastrointestinal 

and neurological disorders, as well as metabolic 

conditions5. However, it is difficult to unravel the cause 

and effect (i.e., if gut microbiome changes drive disease 

development or if the disease itself drives changes in 

the  gut microbiome).  

  

Probiotic mechanisms of action6  

Probiotics are thought to modulate 

the hosts’ gut microbiome and shift 

towards a more favourable state. 

Mechanisms of action include: 7,8

• Enhancement of the epithelial barrier

• Competitive exclusion of pathogenic 

microorganisms 

• Production of anti-microbiota substances (e.g. 

short chain fatty acids).  

Finding an effective probiotic solution

The formulation of a probiotic is key 

to ensuring viable bacteria arrive 

at the site of action in the gut (i.e., 

the large intestine).9 Manufacturing 

processes (e.g., fermentation technologies, packaging, 

transportation and shelf-life) are fundamental factors 

in ensuring bacterial resilience.9,10,11  
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Labelling 

Probiotic product labels should contain the following:

Genus, species, and strain for every microbe in the product. 

CFU: this provides the number of live microorganisms in each dose 

Suggested dose: how much is recommended to take for the intended benefit

Storage conditions: how best to store the product to maintain viability

Company contacts information

Patient safety & compliance

Safety

For the general population, including clinical populations, probiotics are deemed safe to use.13

Clinical judgement is required when recommending probiotics for certain “at-risk” groups such as the critically ill or severely 

immune-compromised.13

Contact the manufacturer for verification of evidence of safety.

Compliance

Is the probiotic suitable for common food intolerances (e.g. dairy) and dietary preferences (e.g., veganism, vegetarianism)?

Convenient delivery format (e.g., liquid-based vs. capsules vs. sachets)?

Type of probiotic

Different probiotic strains have different functionalities and thus will offer different health benefits.

The delivery system plays a key role in viability and thus clinical efficacy.

At present, there is no consensus on which delivery system is optimal.

Multi-strain versus single-strain

Multi-strain probiotics (MSP) as opposed to a single-strain probiotic (SSP) can give a wider beneficial spectrum.14

It is important to consider the bacteria strains within an MSP.14

MSP are not always more effective than SSP.14

Infer the right benefits to your patients

Research which specific strain(s) have evidence for the health benefits you are looking for.

Take a prescriptive approach when considering probiotic use for symptom management. 

Selecting an Effective Probiotic Supplement: think OPTIMAL* 

Optimal dose 

More isn’t always better. Effective doses vary (100 million-50 billion plus colony forming units (CFU)/dose)

Whether bacteria remain viable when ingested can depend on how the probiotic  

is manufactured and the delivery system utilised10

Accredited by science

With so many probiotic formulations available, it is important to conduct a literature search to ascertain which probiotics 

have demonstrated clinical efficacy. 

Contact the probiotic manufacturer for specific information, including published research. 

*(Adapted from the ISAAP resource)12
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