
Overview
Prebiotics, probiotics, and the 

combination of the two (called 
synbiotics) are nutritional sup-
plements currently marketed to 
support and protect the gastro-
intestinal (GI) system in a vari-
ety of mammals, including (but 
not limited to) humans, horses, 
dogs, cows, and poultry.

Digestive supplements are 
the second most commonly 
administered class of supple-
ment.1 

The popularity of digestive 
supplements for horses isn’t 
particularly surprising consid-
ering how sensitive the equine 
digestive system is and that 
overall health relies upon opti-
mal functioning of the gastro-
intestinal tract. 

What Exactly are Pre-, Pro-, and 
Synbiotics? 

Prebiotics and probiotics are some of 
the most common ingredients included in 
digestive health products. 

Despite the similarity in their names, 
prebiotics and probiotics are not just two 
different forms of a similar supplement. 
They are actually two completely different 
types of supplements with unique mecha-
nisms of action. 

Probiotics are live “good” microorgan-
isms (such as bacteria and yeast). When 
administered in adequate amounts, these  
probiotics microorganisms confer a health 
benefit on the horse.

On the other hand, prebiotics are the 
foods that feed the good microbes and 
bacteria. When prebiotics and probiotics 
are supplemented together, the products 
are referred to as synbiotics (because they 
work synergistically). 

The microbes and bacteria included in 

probiotics are important to horses because 
they help the horse’s GI tract break down 
and ferment grass and hay. This fermenta-
tion process results in the production of 
volatile fatty acids that provide a signifi-
cant energy source to the horse. 

These microbes also produce B vitamins 
and other nutrients essential to the overall 
health of the horse. 

The “good” microbes—yeasts, bacte-
ria, protozoa, and fungi—keep the “bad”  
microbes (such as salmonella and Clostrid-
ium difficile) from overpopulating the in-
testines and causing diarrhea and illness. 

Some of the most common probiotics 
included in equine digestive supplements 
are Bifidobacterium bifidum, Lactobacillus 
acidophilus, and Saccharomyces cerevisiae.

Prebiotics, as mentioned above, are food 
ingredients that stimulate the growth or 
activity of bacteria that live in the horse’s 
gastrointestinal tract and probiotics. Prebi-
otics are typically carbohydrates.

Some of the most common prebiotics 

used in equine supplements 
include fructooligosaccharides, 
xylooligosaccharides, polydex-
trose, mannooligosaccharides 
(MOS), galactooligosaccha-
rides, pectin, and psyllium. 

The horse does not digest 
these food ingredients. Instead, 
prebiotics are digested by the 
“good” microorganisms and 
probiotics in the horse’s diges-
tive system to increase their 
numbers or activity.2  

How Do Pre-,Pro-, and 
Synbiotics Benefit 
Horses?

Like many nutritional sup-
plements, much more research 
has been conducted in human 
medicine than veterinary. 

Prebiotics and probiotics 
are thought to be valuable in 

the management of various conditions, 
including infectious diarrhea, inflamma-
tory bowel disease (e.g., ulcerative colitis), 
gastric ulceration, tooth decay/periodontal 
disease, vaginal infections, skin infections, 
atopic dermatitis (chronic itchy, scaly skin), 
weight loss, dysphagia (difficulty swallow-
ing), and even in the treatment of certain 
cancers.3,4 

Typically, horses receive prebiotics 
and probiotics primarily for GI-related  
concerns, such as diarrhea, to encour-
age the growth of the good microbes and 
to minimize the invasion and growth of  
disease-causing bacteria. 

For example, antibiotic administration, 
stress, transport, abrupt dietary changes, 
and Clostridium or salmonella infections 
can potentially alter the normal microbe 
population in a horse’s large intestine.

In some cases, owners elect to feed prebi-
otics and probiotics to “hard keepers,” old-
er horses, or performance horses. Although 
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These popular nutritional supplements often are administered to horses with gastrointestinal concerns

Prebiotics, probiotics, and synbiotics aid in digestion and gut health and 
are often added as a top dressing to supplement feed.
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digestion supplements with pre- and/or 
probiotics are generally inexpensive, easy 
to administer, and can potentially have a 
profound beneficial impact, only a limited 
amount of research has been conducted in 
horses. 

Treated horses in one study experienced 
a significant decrease in both the sever-
ity and duration of disease when admin-
istered Saccharomyces yeast compared to 
horses that received only a placebo.3

A separate study found that administra-
tion of short-chain fructooligosaccharides 
in horses effectively reduced disruptions 
in the microbial populations that colonize 
the equine hindgut under stressful situa-
tions (e.g., acute starch overloads).5 

Some scientific evidence also supports 
using probiotics in horses to help fecal 
sand (to potentially prevent sand impac-
tion and colic);6 and to facilitate weight 
gain.7 

Combine Common Sense with Your 
Supplements

In addition to general concerns regard-
ing the quality and safety of nutritional 
supplements, consider all of the nutrients 

included in your horse’s daily ration to 
avoid oversupplementation.8 

Also keep in mind that little scientific 
data exists to demonstrate the safety and 
efficacy of prebiotics and probiotics in 
horses. 

Prebiotics and probiotics are widely 
considered safe, but there is evidence in 
both human and veterinary medicine that 
probiotics might not be suitable for use in 
some situations. For example, one study 
reported that when Lactobacillus pentosus 
WE7 was given preventively to neonatal 
foals, administration caused diarrhea in 
some foals and necessitated veterinary in-
tervention.9

The American Veterinary Medical As-
sociation, the American Association of 
Equine Practitioners, and many research-
ers in this field recommend seeking vet-
erinary guidance when using nutritional 
supplements. 

Veterinarians are advised to only recom-
mend products that are known to meet 
quality and safety guidelines, and owners 
are encouraged to discuss the use of these 
(or any) nutritional supplements prior to 
their administration. h
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