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nside every dog and cat lives a vast community of microbes, the gut microbiome, that helps

digest food, trains the immune system and keeps harmful bacteria in check. When this
community is balanced, pets tend to have healthy digestion. When it is disturbed, a state
called dysbiosis, problems such as diarrhoea, vomiting and poor appetite can follow. The pet
food shelves are now full of probiotic products promising to restore balance. But what does
the science really say?

How Common Are Gut Problems?
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Digestive upset is among the most frequent reasons
pets visit the veterinarian. A large study from
England reported that about 17.8% of dogs and 10%
of cats were affected by enteropathies [1]. The
causes range from sudden diet changes and

infections to chronic inflammatory disease, and the | |
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gut microbiome appears to influence the risk,

development and severity of many of them [2] Figure 1. Preva.lence of'ent'eropathy in dogs and
cats seen in practice in England ([1])

Signs of an Unhappy Gut

Pets cannot tell us when their stomach hurts, so owners need to watch for patterns.
Occasional loose stool after a rich treat is common and often settles by itself. Signs that last,
return again and again, or appear together with tiredness deserve attention.
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Figure 2. Common signs of digestive upset in dogs and cats

Pre, Pro, Syn and Postbiotics: Know the Difference

These four terms are often confused. Probiotics are defined as live microorganisms that,
when given in adequate amounts, provide a health benefit [3]. Prebiotics feed beneficial
bacteria, synbiotics combine the two, and postbiotics are the helpful substances or inactivated
microbes produced by them. Researchers are studying all four, and the benefits may extend
beyond digestion through the links between the gut, the brain, the skin and the immune
system [2].
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Figure 3. The four groups of gut-health supplements
What Does the Evidence Show?

The honest answer is that the picture is promising but incomplete. A 2025 review of probiotic
pet foods found potential to improve digestibility, stool quality and immune health, but
concluded that the evidence is fragmented, particularly for cats and for long-term outcomes
[4]. Product launches have raced ahead of the science, with over 100 new probiotic pet foods
launched in 2024 alone [4]. A systematic review of studies in cats found only low certainty
evidence of benefit, although probiotics did shift some gut microbial ratios and, in healthy
cats, increased a beneficial fatty acid called butyric acid [5]. In dogs, an earlier systematic
review found no clinically relevant effect of these supplements on shortening the duration of
diarrhoea, again with low certainty [5].

Table 1. Summary of evidence on probiotics in dogs and cats [4, 5]

Do probiotics help dogs No clinically relevant reduction in duration in Low to very
with diarrhoea? one systematic review. low
Do they help healthy Some changes in gut microbes and fatty acids, Low
cats? and immune markers in young cats.
Are all products equal? No. Strain, dose a_nd survival through Moderate
manufacturing all matter.
Are they safe? Generally well tolerated, but quality varies. Ask Moderate

your vet before use.

Feeding for a Healthy Gut

Diet is the strongest everyday influence on the gut microbiome. Complete and balanced food
suited to the pet’s life stage, a consistent routine, and appropriate fibre all help the gut
community stay stable. Dogs and cats differ: cats are strict carnivores with different microbial
patterns from dogs, so results from one species cannot simply be applied to the other without
testing [2]. Sudden diet changes, frequent table scraps and unnecessary antibiotics are the
commonest ways owners accidentally upset the balance.

Table 2. A simple guide to when to seek help

One or two soft St(.)OIS’ pet bright Blood in stool or vomit, or black tarry stool.

and eating.

Vomiting more than once or twice, or unable to keep
water down.

Lethargy, pain, a swollen belly, or signs lasting more

than 48 hours.

Mild gas after a diet change.
Slightly reduced appetite for a day.
Practical Tips for Pet Owners

e See the vet first. Persistent diarrhoea, vomiting, weight loss or blood in the stool needs a
proper diagnosis.
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e Change diets gradually. Sudden switches are a common cause of digestive upset. Mix
old and new food over about a week.

e Choose products with evidence. Look for named strains, a stated number of live
organisms and independent studies.

e Do not expect miracles. Probiotics are a support, not a cure for serious disease.

o Keep treats and scraps in check. Fatty human food can trigger pancreatitis and gut
upset.

Key Takeaway

A healthy gut starts with a consistent diet, regular veterinary care and realistic expectations.
Probiotics may help, but they work best as part of a wider plan.
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