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The composition of our gut microbiota is 
individually unique and is influenced by 
factors such as aging, diet, disease, 
medications and lifestyle factors such as stress. 
These factors can lead to an imbalance to 
our gut microbiota known as dysbiosis and 
may contribute to certain gastrointestinal 
symptoms or conditions such as irritable bowel 
syndrome (IBS).   
 
This is where probiotics may play a role in 
helping to improve or maintain balance in the 
gut microbiota of elderly people. 
 
What are probiotics?  
 
Probiotics are the good bacteria for our 
digestive system. The International Scientific 
Association for Probiotics and Prebiotics 
defines probiotics as “live microorganisms 
that, when administered in adequate 
amounts, confer a health benefit on the host” 
(host being our body). This means they can 
help support the bacteria that live in our gut 
especially when it has been affected by 
certain factors such as antibiotics, which if 
taken over an extended period can lead to 
depletion of good bacteria. Probiotics may 
therefore be useful to help restore the 
balance with good bacteria. 
 
Probiotics can be present in foods and 
supplements, but they can only be called a 
probiotic if it has been scientifically shown to 
improve health. 
 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What can Probiotics be useful for? 
• Reducing antibiotic associated diarrhoea 
• Treating infectious diarrhoea  
• Improving symptoms of irritable bowel syndrome 
(IBS), diarrhoea and constipation. 
• Improving symptoms in uncomplicated 
diverticulitis disease 
• Help with the digestion of lactose. 
• Help decrease infections in the respiratory tract 
 

Probiotics may also provide health benefits in a 
wide range of other areas other than the gut such 
as allergies, arthritis, blood pressure, cardiovascular 
health, obesity and type 2 diabetes.  
 

They may also indirectly influence brain chemistry by 
helping improve mood, cognitive function and 
reduce depression and anxiety. This is because the 
gut and brain are connected known as the gut-
brain axis and are linked via biochemical signaling. 
The gut is often referred to as the ‘second brain’ as 
it produces neurotransmitters such as serotonin and 
dopamine also found in the brain, which help 
regulate mood. 

Probiotic Health Benefits for Aged Care 
By Jane Elsden, OSCAR Care Group Dietitian 
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How to choose a Probiotic 

Probiotic Name: Probiotics have a 3-part name, 
and this should include on the label the genus, 
species and strain (for example Lactobacillus is 
the genus, acidophilus is the species & ABC is the 
strain). The benefits of probiotics are strain specific 
and this means the strain should be matched to 
the benefit you want to achieve and backed up 
by scientific evidence suited to the condition. 

Amount: The label should display the number of 
live cells contained per serve. As a guide it should 
contain a minimum of 1 billion colony forming 
units (CFU) per serve.  Most probiotics tested in 
humans have provided positive results at levels 
between 1-10billion CFU/day, so a higher dose 
does not necessarily equate to better results. 

Quantity: Probiotics may come as a single strain 
probiotic product or a combination of probiotic 
strains. Having lots of strains does not guarantee it 
will be more beneficial if the types of bacteria 
are not effective for the condition they promote 
or matched to the condition to be treated. 

Supplements vs food: The main thing to 
remember is having an effective probiotic strain 
at an effective dose, therefore important to read 
the label on supplements and foods. Some foods 
have probiotics added in adequate doses such 
as some yoghurts giving them their medicinal 
properties, and these have been shown to have 
a beneficial effect on the gut. 

Are Fermented Foods Probiotics? 
 
Fermented foods and beverages such as 
kombucha, sauerkraut, kimchi and some 
yoghurts (non-medicinal varieties), are 
technically not classed as a probiotic but 
referred to as ‘live and active cultures.  
 
Even though they may provide good 
sources of good bacteria and be a healthy 
food, their health effects may lack specific 
therapeutic qualities due to variations 
between the amount and types of 
probiotic strains present in each batch and 
therefore do not fit the definition of a 
probiotic.  
 
However, if a fermented food is fortified 
with a well-studied probiotic in an 
adequate dose to provide a health benefit 
then it can be classed as a probiotic. 
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Types of Probiotics 

There are many different bacterial strains 
that have been studied in relation to helping 
improve conditions/symptoms.  
 

Examples where certain probiotics have 
shown to be beneficial for treating 
gastrointestinal issues: 

Antibiotic use & gastrointestinal symptoms in 
IBS (other than diarrhoea)  

• Lactobacillus plantarum 299v (Inner 
Health supplement) 

Antibiotic associated diarrhoea 

• Lactobacillus rhamnosus GG - 
(Supplement form and Vaalia yoghurt) 

• Saccharomyces cerevisiae (boulardii) 
(Supplement form) 

• Lactobacillus casei Shirota (Yakult) – (May 
help but remains inconclusive) 

Diarrhoea  

• Lactobacillus acidophilus La5, 
Bifidobacterium Lacits Bb12 - (Vaalia 
yoghurt) 

Constipation  

• Bifidobacterium animalis ssp lactis DN-173 
010 - (Activia yoghurt) 

• Bifidobacterium lactis Bb12 - (Supplement 
form and Vaalia yoghurt) 

• Lactobacillus casei Shirota - (Yakult) 

Four Important Probiotic Facts: 

 

1. Taking probiotics at the same time as 
antibiotics has shown to reduce antibiotic 
related side effects such as diarrhoea and 
therefore more beneficial taking concurrently.  
 

2. Probiotics are best taken with or after food as 
it acts as a buffer by increasing alkalinity in the 
stomach environment, which improves 
bacterial survival through the gut helping them 
to be more effective.  
 

3. Probiotics do not recolonise your gut but 
travel through the gut and interact with 
different cells such as our gut cells, immune 
cells, nutrients and the bacteria that live in our 
gut, helping to protect the gut barrier and 
triggering neurotransmitters involved in 
digestion. You must take them regularly to 
receive benefits or in a particular event such as 
during antibiotic treatment. Probiotics should 
be taken for a minimum of 2-4 weeks to allow 
them time to provide a beneficial effect on the 
gut microbiota.  
 

4. It is an assumption that supplements contain 
better strains and greater numbers of viable 
bacteria, however in fact medicinal yoghurts 
being dairy based provide an ideal transport 
carrier for bacteria and this improves the 
survival rate through the stomach and small 
intestine even if they contain a smaller dose of 
added probiotics. Medicinal yoghurts are an 
effective and inexpensive way to get greater 
live good bacteria in the gut. 
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Need help with making Probiotics decisions?  
This article was written by OSCAR Care Group Dietitian, Jane Elsden. 
Please call or email OSCAR Care Group Dietitians via our contact details below. 
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Probiotics in Summary  

Unfortunately, there is not a “one strain or supplement fits all” probiotic and it is important to 
consider the purpose of the probiotic, the bacteria strains included, and amount required to be 
beneficial. Choosing the wrong strain of probiotic may have no beneficial effect on the 
condition/symptoms to be treated or potentially make symptoms worse. 

 

Overall probiotics are generally safe for most older people; however, caution is needed if a 
person is critically ill, has a serious underlying illness, compromised immunity or short gut syndrome, 
then this may lead to increased infection and reduced immune function. Probiotics should then 
be approved by their doctor. 

 


