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Prebiotics, Probiotics, Synbiotics and
Fermented and Probiotic Foods: 

What the difference?



Able to resist the acidity in your gastrointestinal tract, being

Fermented by your gastrointestinal gut bugs; and

Selectively stimulate the growth and/or activity of intestinal

bacteria with the potential of providing positive health benefits.

With all the hype around prebiotics, probiotics, fermented and

probiotic food it’s hard to know what is what. Well here’s what

they all mean. Let's have a look. 

 

Prebiotics are nondigestible, fermentable foods and you may

already eat them every day. Tables 1 and 2 provide a list of foods

that contain prebiotics and those microorganisms that utilise

these foods for energy. 

 

Prebiotic fibre has distinct physical and chemical properties which

interact with the microbiota of your gut and can affect your health

in different ways. 

 

Also remember, all prebiotics are fibre but not all fibre

is prebiotic. To be classed as a prebiotic, the fibre must be:

 

`hydrolysed by enzymes being absorbed in your upper

gastrointestinal tract;

 

H E A L T H M A P  2 0 1 9  C O P Y R I G H T

Fibre can also improve
the viscosity of your No.
2’s which can help
reduce the absorption of
cholesterol and other
nutrients that are not
good for your health.
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A reduction in the prevalence and duration of infectious and
antibiotic-associated diarrhoea;
A reduction in inflammation and symptoms associated with bowel
disorders such as Inflammatory Bowel Disease (IBD); 
May help prevent colon cancer;
Helps your body get the most minerals it can out of the food you eat
e.g. calcium, magnesium, and maybe iron;
May decrease your risk factors of cardiovascular disease; and 
Can make you feel fuller for longer which can help you lose weight
and prevent obesity.

The health benefits or effects of prebiotics suggested by current
research are
numerous and may include:

Table 1. Prebiotic Foods
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Table 2. Types of Prebiotics in Foods
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This is not to say that everyone will experience these same health
benefits. After all, we are all a little different in the variety of foods we
consume. 
 
Major sources of prebiotics include soybeans, inulins, unrefined wheat
and barley, raw oats, and non-digestible oligosaccharides such as
fructans, polydextrose, fructooligosaccharides (FOS),
galactooligosaccharides (GOS), xyliooligosaccharides (XOS) and
arabinooligosaccharides (AOS) as shown in Tables 1 and 2 above. 
 
If you don’t eat a lot of foods that have prebiotics you may have a
reduced number of gut bugs compared to someone who does. If you eat
a lot of foods high in prebiotics your gut bug community will have an
increased richness of species (number of gut bugs) in your gut. 
 
Here’s an example, several studies have shown how a diet rich in
prebiotics (e.g. inulin-type fructans with polyphenols) can increase the
amount of Akkermansia muciniphila (A. muciniphila). This bacteria has
been found to improve the parameters in metabolic disorders such as
obesity (lowering of body weight), improving insulin resistance and
reinforcing the gut barrier and have been seen to have a positive impact
on hypertension, hypercholesteremia and liver disease. A. muciniphila
keeps the lining of your gut healthy by getting rid of old cells and helping
new ones generate.



Fermented and Probiotic foods
 

Fermented foods and Probiotic foods are not

the same thing. They have both been

fermented but it’s what happens to them after

they have been made that decides if they are

fermented foods or probiotic foods.

 

 The Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO)

and the World Health Organization (WHO)

define probiotics as ‘live microorganisms that,

when administered in adequate amounts,

confer a health benefit on the host’. 

 

So now you can see from this why fermented

foods are not classed as probiotic foods. 

 

Probiotic foods (those that still have live

bacteria in them) have been suggested to have

a direct effect on intestinal permeability and

may reduce leaky gut, help with metabolic

disorders (such as Type 2 diabetes)  and have

an indirect effect on depression, anger, anxiety

and stress hormones. 
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Fermented foods, on theother hand, do not necessarily have any

live bacteria in them as they have beenfurther processed for food

standard reasons which kill any live bacteria (e.g.heat sterilisation).

This is why fermented foods you buy in the supermarketswill most

likely not have any live bacteria in them with the possible

exceptionof yoghurt and kefir but they should always state this on

their label. 

 

So,fermented food can only be called probiotic food if there are

live bacteria in them! When food goes through the fermentation

process it becomes more digestible; is more nutrient-dense; has a

fuller, richer taste and contains byproducts from the bacteria who

did the fermentation (e.g. vitamins and short chain fatty acids) as

well as some fibre! So, because the end product of the

fermentation process is a nutrient-dense product and therefore

considered as having health benefits. There is also evidence that

the dead bacteria may still elicit some reaction in the body but

this is still a work in progress. 
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Probiotics

Probiotics (the sort you buy in the pharmacy) are supposed

to be live bacteria that can be taken via a capsule, but should you

buy them and do you need them? You are told that probiotics are

live bacteria that are good for you and will help with your

immunity, your general health and wellbeing and most other

ailments that you can think of. 

 

What are the benefits of probiotics?

There have been numerous studies looking at intestinal diseases

(such as ulcerative colitis, Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS),

antibiotic-associated diarrhea and others) where some clinical

benefits have been noted through the use of probiotics. Probiotics

mostly act on your gut microbiota and they may reduce bloating,

flatulence, constipation, and rebalance your microbial imbalance.

 

In actual fact, the underlying mechanisms of probiotics and how

they work is not fully understood as we cannot actually see

what is going on inside the human body! We don’t recommend

probiotics as we believe you can get them from food and we try to

avoid supplements if possible. The only reason to have probiotics

is if your gut has been stripped of its community from illness or

excessive antibiotics but you should seek professional help before

choosing which probiotics are best. 
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Synbiotics

Synbiotics are the combination of a prebiotic and a probiotic that

aims to increase the survival of the probiotic inside your body. It’s

all about working together as a team. If your gut does need

replenishing, there’s no use just taking probiotics if you are not

giving them some prebiotics when you eat. It would be like

planting new seedlings but not watering them. They’d die! 
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