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Probiotics

for the speci� c strains that have been 
successfully tested for that condition,” 
says Mary Ellen Sanders, executive 
science of� cer for the International 

Scienti� c Association for Probiotics 
and Prebiotics (which includes both 
academic and industry scientists).

But that’s not easy, since the Food 
and Drug Administration doesn’t 

require companies to disclose 
which strains they use.

For example, we recently 
asked Stony� eld which 
strain of Lacto bacillus 
rhamnosus it adds to its 
yogurt. The information is 
“proprietary,” a company 
representative e-mailed us.

Good for what 
ails you?

“The time to think about 
probiotics is when your gut 
bacteria has been disrupted
—like when you take 
antibiotics, travel, or have a 
chronic condition like 
irritable bowel syndrome,” 
says University of Washing-
ton probiotics expert Lynne 
McFarland.

What about taking them 
just to reinforce your normal 
intestinal bacteria?

For a start, new bacteria 
are unlikely to take up 
residence in your gut. “Your 

normal bacterial � ora does a great job of 
keeping foreigners out,” says Sanders.

That doesn’t necessarily mean there’s 
no bene� t. Even though the probiotics 
haven’t colonized your gut, “they may 
still prevent disease-causing bacteria from 
gaining a foothold in the intestinal tract,” 
notes McFarland. “Some also produce 
their own antibiotics to kill other bacteria, 
or they may prime our immune cells for 
defense against invaders.”

Even so, “we don’t have good evidence 
that probiotics do any good on a day-to-
day basis for healthy adults,” she adds.

Looking for a probiotic?
 ■ Find the strain for what you need. 

We describe some probiotics with the 
best evidence—and some that don’t do 
much—on the next two pages.

 ■ Take enough. “You have to take a 
lot because your body is pretty good at 
destroying bacteria,” says McFarland. 
The FDA doesn’t require companies to 
list the amount of pro biotics in foods or 
supplements, and many don’t. Labels that 
list bacteria give the amounts as “living 
cells,” “viable cells,” or “CFU” (colony- 
forming units). How much do you need? 
It depends (see pages 9 and 10).

 ■ Follow storage instructions. Some 
probiotics need to be refrigerated; others 
don’t. As long as you follow the package 
directions, one is no better than the other.

 ■ Check the expiration date. To increase 
your chances of getting the most live 
cells, look for probiotics that have months 
to go before their expiration date.

 ■ Try foods or supplements. Either is 
� ne, though supplements generally have 
higher concentrations of probiotics and 
are more stable.Ph
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Bug basics
Probiotics are “live microorganisms that, 
when administered in adequate amounts, 
confer a health bene� t on the host,” notes 
the World Health Organization.

The host? That would be you.
So the bacteria that are added 

to foods to ferment them—think 
sauerkraut, pickles, kombu-
cha, and kimchi—are out 
because they have no 
proven health bene� ts. 
In are bacteria (or 
yeast) that, in scienti� c 
studies, help relieve 
diarrhea, irritable bowel 
syndrome, or other 
problems.

Most bacteria have a 
� rst, middle, and last 
name. The microbe in 
Dannon’s Activia yogurt, 
for example, is Bi� dobac-
terium (the genus) lactis 
(the species) DN-173 
010 (the strain).

All three parts are 
important. Lactobacil-
lus reuteri NCIMB 
30242, for example, may 
lower cholesterol (modest-
ly), while Lactobacillus 
reuteri RC-14 can help 
with vaginosis.

“Consumers seeking 
help for a particular health 
problem should look only 

What’s in a name?
B Y  C A I T L I N  D O W  &  D A V I D  S C H A R D T
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 “People think that probiotics are all effective for the same health issues,” 
says researcher Lynne McFarland. “That’s not the case.”

But you’ll never hear that from some probiotic manufacturers, who are happy 
to have you believe that their products are good for whatever ails you.

Only two probiotics 
have helped (slightly) 
with constipation in 
more than one study.

Among 126 Chinese 
women reporting few-
er than three bowel 
movements a week, 
those who ate yogurt 
containing 12.5 billion cells of Bifi dobacterium lactis 
DN-173 010 (the probiotic in Dannon Activia) for two 
weeks averaged 1½ more bowel movements during 
the second week than those who drank a placebo bev-
erage.1 (How much DN-173 010 is in Activia? “Billions,” 
was all Dannon, which funded the study, would tell us.)

And among 1,248 Europeans who reported two to 
four bowel movements a week, those who took daily 
capsules with 1 billion Bifi dobacterium lactis BB-12 for 
four weeks averaged about one more bowel movement 
every 18 days than those who took a placebo.2

1 World J. Gastroenterol. 14: 6237, 2008.
2 Br. J. Nutr. 114: 1638, 2015.

Constipation

that probiotics do any good on a day-to-
day basis for healthy adults,” she adds.

Looking for a probiotic?
Find the strain for what you need.

We describe some probiotics with the 
best evidence—and some that don’t do 

 “You have to take a 
lot because your body is pretty good at 
destroying bacteria,” says McFarland. 
The FDA doesn’t require companies to 
list the amount of pro biotics in foods or 
supplements, and many don’t. Labels that 
list bacteria give the amounts as “living 
cells,” “viable cells,” or “CFU” (colony- 
forming units). How much do you need? 

On antibiotics for BV? 
Probiotics could help. 

Scienti� c Association for Probiotics 
and Prebiotics (which includes both 
academic and industry scientists).

But that’s not easy, since the Food 
and Drug Administration doesn’t 

require companies to disclose 

“The time to think about 
probiotics is when your gut 
bacteria has been disrupted
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the World Health Organization.
The host? That would be you.
So the bacteria that are added 

to foods to ferment them—think 
sauerkraut, pickles, kombu-
cha, and kimchi—are out 
because they have no 
proven health bene� ts. 
In are bacteria (or 
yeast) that, in scienti� c 
studies, help relieve 
diarrhea, irritable bowel 
syndrome, or other 
problems.

Most bacteria have a 
� rst, middle, and last 
name. The microbe in 
Dannon’s Activia yogurt, 
for example, is Bi� dobac-
terium (the genus) lactis
(the species) DN-173 
010 (the strain).

All three parts are 
important. Lactobacil-
lus reuteri NCIMB 
30242, for example, may 
lower cholesterol (modest- Tropicana describes the 

benefi ts of all probiotics, 
but says little about the 

Bifi dobacterium lactis 
HN019 that it adds to its 

Probiotics juices...perhaps 
because it has nothing 

impressive to say. 
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Probiotics
normal bacterial � ora does a great job of 
keeping foreigners out,” says Sanders.

That doesn’t necessarily mean there’s 
no bene� t. Even though the probiotics 
haven’t colonized your gut, “they may 
still prevent disease-causing bacteria from 
gaining a foothold in the intestinal tract,” 
notes McFarland. “Some also produce 
their own antibiotics to kill other bacteria, 
or they may prime our immune cells for 
defense against invaders.”

Even so, “we don’t have good evidence 
that probiotics do any good on a day-to-
day basis for healthy adults,” she adds.

Looking for a probiotic?
 ■ Find the strain for what you need. 

We describe some probiotics with the 
best evidence—and some that don’t do 
much—on the next two pages.

 ■ Take enough. “You have to take a 
lot because your body is pretty good at 
destroying bacteria,” says McFarland. 
The FDA doesn’t require companies to 
list the amount of pro biotics in foods or 
supplements, and many don’t. Labels that 
list bacteria give the amounts as “living 
cells,” “viable cells,” or “CFU” (colony- 
forming units). How much do you need? 
It depends (see pages 9 and 10).

 ■ Follow storage instructions. Some 
probiotics need to be refrigerated; others 
don’t. As long as you follow the package 
directions, one is no better than the other.

 ■ Check the expiration date. To increase 
your chances of getting the most live 
cells, look for probiotics that have months 
to go before their expiration date.

 ■ Try foods or supplements. Either is 
� ne, though supplements generally have 
higher concentrations of probiotics and 
are more stable.
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Bacterial vaginosis (BV), the most 
common vaginal infection in 
young and middle-age women, in-
creases the risk of miscarriage and 
sexually transmitted infections.

“Normally, the vagina is 
sparsely populated with a few 
different strains of Lactobacilli 
that help keep harmful bacteria 
and yeast at bay,” says Gregor 
Reid, of the University of Western 
Ontario in Canada. “Bacterial 
vaginosis may occur when the 

bacteria are out of balance.”
After 20 years of trial and error, Reid and his col-

leagues found a two-probiotic treatment that may help 
women with BV who are being treated with antibiotics. 
(Reid no longer owns the patent.)

In two studies in Nigeria and Brazil, researchers randomly 
assigned 170 women on antibiotics for BV to take 2 billion 
live cells each of Lactobacillus rhamnosus GR-1 and Lac-
tobacillus reuteri RC-14 or a placebo daily. After a month, 
roughly 90 percent of the probiotic takers were cured, 
compared with 40 or 50 percent of the placebo takers.1,2

The two-probiotic combination is sold as a supplement. 
Femdophilus and RepHresh are two popular brands.

1 Microbes Infect. 8: 1450, 2006.
2 Can. J. Microbiol. 55: 133, 2009.

Yakult, a dairy drink 
that contains Lactoba-
cillus casei Shirota, can 
prevent upper respir-
atory tract infections 
(URTIs) like colds and 

the fl u, according to its manufacturer. At least that’s what 
it says in India, which allows the claim. The European 
Union and the United States don’t.

In two company-funded studies, 451 people aged 65 or 
older who drank the equivalent of two or fi ve bottles of 
Yakult daily for fi ve or six months had no fewer URTIs than 
440 similar people who drank a placebo.1,2 (URTIs ended 
1¾ days sooner in the smaller, but not the larger, study.)

In another company-funded study, Yakult employees 
gave 49 men the equivalent of 12 bottles of Yakult each 
day. Over three months, the men reported about half 
the number of URTIs as 47 similar men who were given 
placebo drinks.3 Twelve bottles of Yakult cost about $7 
and contain 600 calories and an estimated 25 teaspoons 
of added sugar. Even Yakult Light has 360 calories. Oops.

1 Am. J. Clin. Nutr. 95: 1165, 2012.
2 Am. J. Infect. Control 41: 1231, 2013. 
3 Eur. J. Nutr. 56: 45, 2017. 

Nature’s Bounty Cholesterol 
Formula Cardio- Health 
contains Lactobacillus reuteri 
NCIMB 30242, “a probiotic 
strain that helps your body 
maintain cholesterol levels 
already within the normal 
range,” according to the box.

While no studies have ever 
looked at that claim, in people 
with high cholesterol, “the probiotic did reduce LDL 
cholesterol moderately,” says Richard Ostlund, of 
Washington University in St. Louis.

In a company-run trial, LDL (“bad”) cholesterol fell from 
175 to 164 in those taking capsules with 2.9 billion CFU of 
NCIMB 30242 twice a day for nine weeks, while LDL rose 
from 160 to 168 in those given a placebo.1 The results 
were similar when the probiotic was added to yogurt.2

If that small drop is confi rmed by independent 
researchers, it will be a start. But it won’t be enough to 
move most people with high LDL into healthy territory.

1 Eur. J. Clin. Nutr. 66: 1234, 2012.
2 Br. J. Nutr. 107: 1505, 2012. 

High 
Cholesterol

Only two probiotics 
have helped (slightly) 
with constipation in 
more than one study.

Among 126 Chinese 
women reporting few-
er than three bowel 
movements a week, 
those who ate yogurt 
containing 12.5 billion cells of Bifi dobacterium lactis 
DN-173 010 (the probiotic in Dannon Activia) for two 
weeks averaged 1½ more bowel movements during 
the second week than those who drank a placebo bev-
erage.1 (How much DN-173 010 is in Activia? “Billions,” 
was all Dannon, which funded the study, would tell us.)

And among 1,248 Europeans who reported two to 
four bowel movements a week, those who took daily 
capsules with 1 billion Bifi dobacterium lactis BB-12 for 
four weeks averaged about one more bowel movement 
every 18 days than those who took a placebo.2

1 World J. Gastroenterol. 14: 6237, 2008.
2 Br. J. Nutr. 114: 1638, 2015.

Constipation

If it works, you’d need 
12 bottles a day

Nature’s Bounty Cholesterol 
Formula Cardio- Health 
contains Lactobacillus reuteri
NCIMB 30242, “a probiotic 
strain that helps your body 
maintain cholesterol levels 
already within the normal 
range,” according to the box.

While no studies have ever 
looked at that claim, in people 
with high cholesterol, “the probiotic did reduce LDL 
cholesterol moderately,” says Richard Ostlund, of 
Washington University in St. Louis.

High 
Cholesterol

May deliver a modest 
drop in LDL.

Only two probiotics 
have helped (slightly) 
with constipation in 
more than one study.

Among 126 Chinese 
women reporting few-
er than three bowel 
movements a week, 
those who ate yogurt 
containing 12.5 billion cells of Bifi dobacterium lactis
DN-173 010 (the probiotic in Dannon Activia) for two 

Don’t expect more than 
modest help.

that probiotics do any good on a day-to-

list the amount of pro biotics in foods or 
supplements, and many don’t. Labels that 
list bacteria give the amounts as “living 
cells,” “viable cells,” or “CFU” (colony- 
forming units). How much do you need? bacteria are out of balance.”

After 20 years of trial and error, Reid and his col-
leagues found a two-probiotic treatment that may help 

On antibiotics for BV? 
Probiotics could help. 

Bacterial Vaginosis

Colds & Flu

>
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Taking antibiotics? 
Don’t count on yogurt 
to ward off diarrhea.

Two bacteria—Lacto-
bacillus bulgaricus and 
Streptococcus thermo-
philus—turn milk into 
yogurt. Only one study 
has tested yogurt with 
just those two bacteria 
in adults. Those who 

ate 5 oz. of the yogurt every day for 12 days after 
starting antibiotics were just as likely to have diarrhea 
as those who ate no yogurt.1

In another study, a yogurt that also contained 
Lactobacillus acidophilus lowered the risk of diarrhea 
due to antibiotics.2 But the authors didn’t say which 
strain they used, and neither do most yogurts that add 
Lactobacillus acidophilus, so that’s not much help.

The probiotic with the best evidence: a yeast called 
Saccharomyces boulardii.3 To get it, you’ll need to pick 
up a supplement like Florastor.

Lactobacillus rhamnosus GG, which is in supplements 
like Culturelle, also seems to cut the risk of diarrhea.4

1 Br. J. Gen. Pract. 57: 953, 2007.
2 Dig. Dis. Sci. 48: 2077, 2003.
3 Aliment. Pharmacol. Ther. 42: 793, 2015.
4 Aliment. Pharmacol. Ther. 42: 1149, 2015.

Minor Digestive Problems
“Activia’s billions of probiotics help take care of what’s 
inside so we can be our best self and face all of life’s 
challenges,” says the Dannon Activia website. (Maybe that 
claim sells better than Activia’s old regularity claims did.)

Activia, which contains Bifi dobacterium lactis DN-173 
010—the company calls it Bifi dus Regularis—helps relieve 
minor digestive annoyances like bloating, gas, rumbling, 
and discomfort, says Dannon. Yet the only two studies of 
people with those kinds of complaints (both funded by 
Dannon) didn’t fi nd much to crow about.

In Germany, 100 women ate two servings of Activia 
every day, while 97 similar women ate a placebo yogurt. 
After four weeks, 41 percent of the Activia consumers 
reported that their GI symptoms had improved, versus 
34 percent of the placebo takers.1 In a similar study in 
France, Activia was no better than a placebo in relieving 
GI symptoms in 162 women.2 Dannon hasn’t done a third 
study to see which of the fi rst two was a fl uke.

Another probiotic, GanedenBC30, “supports a healthy 
digestive system,” according to its manufacturer’s website.

GanedenBC30 (aka Bacillus coagulans GBI-30, 6086) is 

arguably the most-used 
probiotic in the world. It’s in 
everything from granola to 
tea bags to chocolate bars.

The food industry’s fond-
ness for GanedenBC30 is 
partly due to the microbe’s 
hardiness. Unlike most oth-
er probiotics, it’s surround-
ed by a tough spore that 
allows it to survive heating, 
freezing, and long storage 
at room temperature.

In Ganeden’s small com-
pany-sponsored study of 
seven adults in Miami and 54 

in the Dominican Republic, those who took 2 billion Ganeden-
BC30 bacteria every day for four weeks reported slightly less 
abdominal pain, but no less gas, bloating, or distension, than 
placebo takers.3 So don’t expect much, if any, relief.

1 Br. J. Nutr. 102: 1654, 2009.
2 Neurogastroenterol. Motil. 25: 331, 2013.
3 BMC Gastroenterol. 9: 85, 2009.

Two probiotics may offer some 
relief from the symptoms of 
irritable bowel syndrome 
(recurring abdominal pain, gas, 
bloating, diarrhea, and consti-
pation without any known 
cause). At least that’s what 
studies largely funded or 
conducted by industry show.

 ■ Bifi dobacterium infantis 35624 
(sold as Align). In two trials of roughly 440 adults with 
IBS, probiotic takers reported more improvement in 
abdominal pain, distension, and (in one of the studies) 
gas than placebo takers.1,2

 ■ Lactobacillus plantarum 299v (in Good Belly drinks 
and some supplements). In Indian and Polish IBS 
sufferers, the probiotic reduced pain and (in the Indian 
study) bloating more than a placebo.3,4 In a study in 
Sweden, the probiotic helped only with gas.5

The Swedish and Polish studies gave 20 billion live 
cells a day for four weeks; the Indian study 10 billion a 
day. (Good Belly claims to have 20 to 50 billion.) 

1 Gastroenterol. 128: 541, 2005.
2 Am. J. Gastroenterol. 101: 1581, 2006. 
3 World J. Gastroenterol. 18: 4012, 2012.
4 Eur. J. Gastroenterol. Hepatol. 13: 1143, 2001.
5 Am. J. Gastroenterol. 95: 1231, 2000. 

Irritable Bowel 
Syndrome

Antibiotic-Associated Diarrhea

Two probiotics may offer some 
relief from the symptoms of 
irritable bowel syndrome 
(recurring abdominal pain, gas, 
bloating, diarrhea, and consti-
pation without any known 
cause). At least that’s what 
studies largely funded or 
conducted by industry show.

Bifi dobacterium infantis 35624 
(sold as Align). In two trials of roughly 440 adults with 

Irritable Bowel 
Syndrome

May help relieve IBS 
symptoms.

ate 5 oz. of the yogurt every day for 12 days after 

The best evidence? The yeast 
Saccharomyces boulardii.

Minor Digestive Problems
“Activia’s billions of probiotics help take care of what’s 
inside so we can be our best self and face all of life’s 
challenges,” says the Dannon Activia website. (Maybe that 
claim sells better than Activia’s old regularity claims did.)

Bifi dobacterium lactis DN-173 Bifi dobacterium lactis DN-173 Bifi dobacterium lactis
Bifi dus Regularis—helps relieve Bifi dus Regularis—helps relieve Bifi dus Regularis

minor digestive annoyances like bloating, gas, rumbling, 
and discomfort, says Dannon. Yet the only two studies of 
people with those kinds of complaints (both funded by 

In Germany, 100 women ate two servings of Activia 
every day, while 97 similar women ate a placebo yogurt. 
After four weeks, 41 percent of the Activia consumers 

GanedenBC30? Yes. Healthy? 
Not with 220 calories and 

7 grams of sat fat in just ¹∕³ cup.
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