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Abstract:

Probiotics can be helpful in shortening the length of acute diarrhea in children.  This 
study investigates which probiotic preparations are effective therapies in reducing the 
length of acute diarrhea in children.  

This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 
Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 

School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 

patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect the 
views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 
and faculty.  These materials are provided for informational 

purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 
advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider. 
The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 
not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information 
provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 

disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of 
a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911.



Treatment of Acute 
Diarrhea in Children with 

Probiotics

Which probiotic preparation will best  
help my child get well?

University of Minnesota Medical 
School

Minneapolis,MN

My baby has had diarrhea for the past 
two days and I’ve been told probiotics  
can help him.  

• Should I buy my favorite 
yogurt?

• Should I ask my child’s 
physician to recommend a 
probiotic?

• Which probiotic preparation is 
best?

• What should I do???

What is Acute Diarrhea?
Diarrhea is a very common symptom in 
young children.  It is usually defined as 
bowel movements (stools) which are 
loose or watery.  It can also be 
accompanied by an increased frequency 
in bowel movements from normal. 
Acute diarrhea starts abruptly and lasts 
only for a few days. In children, acute 
diarrhea most often affects children 
younger than age 5, although it can 
happen at any age.

What Causes Acute Diarrhea?
There are many causes of acute 
diarrhea, including but not limited to 
infections, foods, allergies, 
medications, or intestinal diseases.  In 
children the most common cause of 
acute diarrhea is a virus known as 
rotavirus.  This virus usually resolves 
itself in 3-10 days.  The major concern 
if your child is infected with this virus 
and suffering from diarrhea is that your 
child may lose a lot of fluids during this 
time.  

How do you treat acute diarrhea?
The main goal of treatment of acute 
diarrhea in children is to replace lost 
fluids and bring the gut back to normal 
activity.  Fluids can be replaced with 
increased fluid intake and sometimes, if 
necessary with special fluid 
formulations your doctor may 
recommend.  Probiotics help to 
normalize the gut’s activities.

What are probiotics?

Everyone’s gut, including your child’s, 
is inhabited by healthy bacteria which 
keep the digestive tract healthy and 



counteract harmful bacteria by reducing 
their growth.  The best known healthy 
bacteria of the gut are a lactic acid 
producing bacteria and yeast. During 
times of illness, and especially in cases 
of acute diarrhea, one’s natural healthy 
gut bacteria can decrease.

If your child has less healthy bacteria in 
his gut due to illness, you can help in 
replacing these healthy bacteria through 
supplements.  Some yogurts contain 
these healthy bacteria.  However, it is 
important to remember that not every 
type of yogurt or probiotic source has 
the exact strains which have been 
proven most beneficial.  

Which probiotic should I give my 
child?

It is always best to discuss your 
healthcare plans with your child’s 
doctor.

Evidence suggests that probiotics have 
a beneficial effect in helping to 
decrease the length of time a child may 
suffer from diarrhea.  

Specifically, in comparing different 
probiotic preparations, evidence 
suggests that 

• Lactobacillus GG 

OR

• a special four mixture of 
probiotics  (containing the L 
delbrueckii var bulgaricus, 
Streptococcus thermophilus, L 
acidophilus, and 
Bifidobacterium bifidum 
strains)

may be the most beneficial probiotics at 
decreasing the length of duration of 
diarrhea and the “looseness” of the 
stools in children with acute diarrhea.*

You should discuss with your doctor if 
this is the right therapy for your child, 
and if so, which sources contain these 
probiotic preparations.  He or she may 
be able to recommend an over the 
counter brand of yogurt, or may give 
you further special instructions.

What should I do if I have more 
questions?

Your child’s doctor is your best source 
of information.  He or she knows your 
child and your family best.  If you 
would like further information, please 
make an appointment with your child’s 
doctor.

For more information on probiotics, 
please refer to the following websites:

Probiotics: What are they?
By Mayo Clinic

http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/probioti
cs/AN00389

Probiotics Topic Overview
By WebMD

http://www.webmd.com/digestive-
disorders/tc/probiotics-topic-overview

* Probiotics for treatment of acute diarrhea in children: 
randomized clinical trial of five different preparations.
Canani RB, Cirillo P, Terrin G, Cesarano L, Spagnuolo MI, 
De Vincenzo A, Albano F, Passariello A, De Marco G, 
Manguso F, Guarino A.
British Medical Journal. 2007 Aug 18; 335 (7615): 340. 
Epub 2007 Aug 9.
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