Dear Cayle Clinic,

Someone told me that I should give my daughter Acidophilus when she takes her antibiotics. Is this true? What does it do?
                                                                                                                                   -Sue

Dear Sue,

Yes, I always recommend that my patients take a high quality form of acidophilus during and after a dose of any antibiotic. Antibiotics are a useful tool for eliminating a severe infection, but they also bring with them some side effects that the acidophilus can help to counter. When we take antibiotics, they kill all bacteria in our intestines – the harmful bacteria that is infecting the body, but also the good bacteria that live there naturally. The problem with clearing all bacteria from the intestine is that this leaves you open to yeast, or other bacteria moving in.

Part of what keeps the gut healthy is a balanced environment. If there is enough good bacteria living there, then it is just harder for yeast or other bacteria to reproduce to the point where they become a health problem. The word we use to describe this “good” bacteria that is beneficial to our bodies is probiotics. You see, many of us tend to think of an infection as something harmful that has snuck inside our bodies. In fact, many of the organisms that can cause problems are always present in our intestines. It is just that the healthy population of probiotics keeps them in check, limiting the growth of anything harmful.
What this means is that if we do need to take a dose of antibiotics, we should take probiotics to replace the good bacteria which the antibiotics killed. This helps to prevent the antibiotics from giving us yeast infections or diarrhea. The good bacteria/probiotics are important beyond just taking up space to keep other organisms at a minimum. They also help us to digest our food, and some strains can even fight and destroy harmful bacteria. As well, they help to regulate our immune system, which means less allergies or asthma as our children get older. 
When choosing your probiotics, it is important to get a high quality brand that has been continually refrigerated and is within its expiration date. Taking probiotics to repopulate your intestine is like choosing a healthy seedling for your garden. A baby plant needs to be given water and sun while in the store in order to take root properly in your garden. Probiotics are live bacteria, so they need to be refrigerated or they will die in the bottle. Many probiotic supplements have been sitting on the shelf too long and so they no longer contain live bacteria that can be “transplanted” to your intestines. Also, make sure to use probiotics at a different time of day than your antibiotic pills so that the antibiotic will not kill the good bacteria. You should also continue taking probiotics for 10-30 days after a course of antibiotics to really make sure everything gets back to normal.

Probiotics are useful for other health conditions in children as well. According to a systematic review of every study done on probiotics for children, probiotics have been proven to be effective in treating childhood diarrhea and eczema. In one or more of these studies, probiotics have also been successful in preventing eczema, colic, and respiratory tract infections in children. There is even evidence that probiotics may also be useful in children with Crohn’s disease, cystic fibrosis, juvenile chronic arthritis, leukemia, milk intolerance, recurrent urinary tract infections and can also be used to treat premature babies. 

Common species used in children are Lactobacillus GG, Lactobacillus acidophilus, Bifidobacterium breve, Bifidobacterium forte, Bifidobacterium infantis, Bifidobacterium lacti, and Saccromyces boulardii. Doses are typically 1010 colony forming units per day (that’s ten billion bacteria, folks!) for full term newborns, 1010 daily for children under 6/7 yrs old, and 1010- 1011 per day for children over 7 yrs old.
Any way you count them, probiotics are an important supplement to take any time you need to use antibiotics.

