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Probiotics (often referred to as direct-fed microbials) are beneficial bacteria that can be incorporated 
into the diet through foods that contain live cultures (such as yogurt), or through supplemental form 
(powders and/or liquids). Probiotics come from the natural “flora” within the gastrointestinal (GI) tract.    
When supplemented in the diet, probiotics are thought to help populate the GI tract with beneficial 
bacterial species.  Prebiotics include fermentable fibers and oligopolysaccharides that are preferentially 
used by beneficial bacteria as a food source within the GI tract, and help to promote a gastrointestinal 
environment that allows beneficial bacteria to thrive. When probiotics and prebiotics are used together, 
the term synbiotics is often used to describe the synergistic relationship.

Probiotics are commonly known for helping to maintain GI health, but research in recent years has identified additional 
benefits such as reducing inflammatory cytokines and supporting immune function.1,2 A variety of probiotic species have 
been evaluated in dogs and cats, including multiple species (spp.) and strains of Lactobacillus, Bifidobacterium,  and 
Enterococcus.1-8  When supplemented with foods, care must be taken to ensure viability of the probiotic with careful 
management of application and species selection. Bifidobacterium spp. have been shown to be beneficial; however, 
because they may have poor viability they are not routinely utilized for food supplementation. Probiotic cocktails have 
been shown to be more efficacious than single strains in certain circumstances; therefore, it may be beneficial to use a 
combination of three or more organisms in some probiotic applications.1 Although there is growing interest in developing 
probiotics specific to canine and feline species,1,5,9 multiple studies have shown that adhesion of probiotic bacteria to intestinal 
mucosal cells is not species specific.10-11  Therefore, pets may benefit from being fed probiotics that originate from other species.

As mentioned above, prebiotics include fermentable fibers and oligopolysaccharides that can be utilized in the diet to 
promote beneficial bacteria, helping to establish and maintain these favored species within the intestinal flora. When 
prebiotics are fermented by bacteria within the GI tract, short-chain fatty acids (SCFA) are produced. SCFA’s have many 

known benefits, including serving as a source of energy to large intestinal 
cells, maintaining intestinal motility, and reducing intestinal inflammation 
and pathogenic bacterial overgrowth.12 In addition, feeding prebiotics has 
been shown to reduce negative fecal odors through the reduction of 
ammonia and phenol compounds.13 Certain dietary fiber types, such as 
chicory and pea fiber, have been shown to promote beneficial bacteria such 
as Bifidobacteria within the GI tract, while reducing potentially harmful 
bacteria such as Clostridum.14-15

  
Both probiotics and prebiotics can be used in pet 
foods to help promote a healthy GI tract and 
overall well-being. Used together, probiotics and 
prebiotics have a synergistic effect, helping to 
optimize the health benefits for both dogs and cats.

 Vol. 2, No. 9

 Technical Information Series

Probiotics and Prebiotics
By Sally Perea, DVM, MS, DACVN, Senior Nutritionist


