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Probiotics offer many benefits, but 
with so many options available, pet 
owners may not know how to select 
the best quality and most appropriate 
one for their pet's needs.

The Purina Institute provides the 
science to help you take the lead  
in conversations about nutrition.

In focus
The intestinal tract – or gut – is home to trillions of 
bacteria that can have a huge impact on overall pet 
health.1 An imbalance in bacterial populations can 
affect the body’s immune system, lead to digestive 
disorders, inflammation of the intestines or diarrhea.2,3 
The gut microbiota can even affect brain development 
and behavior.4 Probiotics are live bacteria that can help 
to shift gut microbiota toward more beneficial bacterial 
species, helping maintain an optimal balance.

Probiotics

Why would my pet need probiotics?
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HOT TOPIC

The World Health Organization 
defines probiotics as  

“live microorganisms that, 
when administered in adequate 

amounts, confer a health 
benefit on the host.”5
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How do probiotics work?

The most important immune-related function of the “good” 
bacteria is to protect from infection by harmful bacteria.6 The 
beneficial bacteria in probiotics prevent potentially pathogenic 
bacteria from flourishing by competing for space, secreting 
antibacterial substances, nourishing gut cells, and creating a 
more acidic environment that is unfavorable for pathogens.2 

Maintaining an optimal balance of “good” and “bad” bacteria 
also improves fecal quality and can reduce flatulence.6 Beyond 
the gut, probiotics can also have positive impacts on behavior, 
helping anxious dogs maintain calm behavior.7

How do I know if a probiotic is good?

Probiotics are extremely strain-specific, and different strains  
within the same species can have very different health effects. 
Probiotics are also dose-dependent, therefore, clinical research 
is needed to establish the correct required amount of a particular 
strain of bacteria. 

To be effective, studies should demonstrate that a  
particular probiotic:

n  Remains live and viable until the time of consumption

n  Is resistant to digestion by the stomach acids and  
intestinal enzymes

n   Reduces or prevents the adherence of pathogenic bacteria  
in the gut

n   Produce products that are unfavorable to the growth of  
“bad” bacteria

n  Promotes normal and balanced bacterial populations in the gut

n  Is safe for the pet

n  Enhances the overall health of the pet8

Is it better to have more bacteria,  
or more strains of bacteria?

Probiotic effectiveness is very strain-specific and dose-dependent. 
Different strains within the same species of bacteria can provide 
very different health effects, so blending them may not always be 
complementary and careful research needs to be done to ensure 
they do not work against each other.10,11  It is also important to 
consider that more CFU on the label of a product may not mean 
it is more effective, unless there is research showing the benefits 
of using a higher dosage. It is key that a product deliver the right 
dosage of a single, or blend of, probiotic proven by research to be 
effective for specific health concerns  (i.e. diarrhea, general GI 
upset, anxiety, etc.).12
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92% OF VETERINARY PROBIOTICS 
STUDIED DID NOT DELIVER 
WHAT THEIR LABEL DESCRIBED.9

A Purina study on the effects of a strain of Bifidobacterium 
longum on anxiety in dogs resulted in significantly less 
anxious behaviors such as barking, jumping, spinning and 
pacing. Additionally, 83% of dogs studied had lower levels 
of cortisol, and 75% had lower heart rates.7

Of the numerous probiotic products available for use, many do 
not contain the particular strains or quantity of Colony-Forming 
Unit (CFU) stated on the label. A CFU represents one bacterial cell 
and is the unit of measurement used to estimate the number of 
live, viable bacteria in a product. A 2011 study at the University of 
Guelph evaluated the labels and bacterial contents of 25 veterinary 
probiotic products and found only two of the 25 products delivered 
what the label described, highlighting the importance of choosing 
a reliable product.9
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