
Small intestinal bacterial overgrowth (SIBO) can be 

defined as a clinical syndrome of gastrointestinal (GI) 

symptoms caused by the presence of excessive bacteria 

in the small bowel.1 The type of bacteria found in SIBO is 

predominantly gram-negative bacteria which usually live 

in the colon. These bacteria include both aerobic and non-

aerobic species which can ferment carbohydrates resulting 

in digestive symptoms for sufferers. 

 

 

How is SIBO diagnosed?

 • The ‘gold standard’ way to test for SIBO is through  

taking an aspirate of the small bowel via endoscopy. 

• To be diagnosed as having SIBO, the patient’s sample 

needs to show a ≥-102 colony forming units per m/l.3 

However, due to the cost and invasive nature of this 

testing, hydrogen breath testing (HBT) is typically used 

instead.
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What are the causes for SIBO?

The exact cause of SIBO is unknown. Conditions which 

are linked to SIBO suggest that it occurs when the 

body’s normal mechanisms to protect the gut from 

pathogenic bacteria are not functioning appropriately. 

Symptoms of SIBO

The symptoms of SIBO vary depending on the type 

and severity, and may include:

  Abdominal pain

  Bloating

  Diarrhoea

  Malabsorption

  Weight loss
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Practical take home message

The exact function of probiotics in their ability to treat SIBO 

alone or alongside antibiotics is not yet understood. As SIBO 

is caused by another underlying condition, there are multiple 

pathway possibilities for probiotics to action via such as:

• The gut brain axis

• The gut-immune axis

• Probiotic substrate interactions

• The eradication of pathogenic bacteria by competition 
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Combined use of antibiotics and 

probiotics may improve outcomes due to 

the high rate of unsuccessful treatment 

of SIBO with antibiotics alone.

What is the role of probiotics in the treatment of SIBO?
The results of a meta-analysis pooling the rates of SIBO treatment with probiotics has shown a 62.8% success rate  

(ranging from 51.5-72.8%).4 The four potential areas for probiotics in the management of SIBO can be broken down as:

The prevention  
of SIBO

Treatment 

Improving antibiotic  
treatment outcomes

Symptom management
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