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What are probiotics?
A probiotic is a live microorganism (bacteria) that offers a 
health benefit when eaten. Many people use probiotics in 
their daily lives to improve their health and well-being, for 
example by eating live yoghurt or consuming special drinks 
containing helpful bacteria. While these products cannot 
be used for preterm babies, there is evidence that specific 
probiotics, given under carefully controlled conditions may 
help prevent  necrotising enterocolitis (NEC). NEC is a serious 
and sometimes life-threatening condition that can affect the 
intestines (gut) of preterm infants. Giving specific probiotics 
may also protect preterm babies from blood stream infections 
(late onset sepsis). 

Which babies are eligible for probiotics?
Necrotising enterocolitis is predominantly a condition that 
occurs in preterm or small babies. This means that all babies 
who are less than 32 weeks gestation and/or weigh less than 
1500g at birth will be offered probiotics. Probiotics will be 
given until the baby reaches around 34-36 weeks corrected 
gestational age.

This leaflet is designed 
for parents whose babies are 

eligible to receive probiotics as part 
of  their treatment while they are on 

the neonatal unit. If  you have any further 
questions or concerns after reading this leaflet, 

please speak to a doctor or neonatal nurse caring for 
you and your baby.



Will I have to give permission for this treatment?
Use of probiotics is a routine treatment on the neonatal unit 
and as such we do not obtain formal consent from parents. 
Of course, we aim to keep parents fully updated about all 
treatments administered to their infants, and parents will be 
verbally informed about medications given to their baby.

Are there any risks or side effects?
Probiotics to prevent NEC have now been studied in well 
over 10,000 preterm babies. The studies show that probiotics 
can help prevent NEC and improve a preterm baby’s chances 
of survival. No serious side effects of probiotics have been 
reported in these studies. There is a very small risk that babies 
may develop an infection from the bacteria given in the 
probiotic, but reports of this complication are very rare.  

What happens if  my baby does not have probiotics?
If your baby does not receive probiotics, they may be at an 
increased risk of developing NEC compared with a baby of 
similar size/gestation that is given probiotics. However, most 
premature babies do not get NEC even without probiotics, 
and giving probiotics will not prevent all cases of NEC.

Can I choose for my baby not to have probiotics?
Yes, you can. Please discuss your choice with the doctor and 
nurse looking after your baby.

When do we start probiotics?
Probiotics should start as soon as your baby begins having 
very small amounts of milk, usually within the first 24 hours 
of life. If milk feeds need to be stopped for any reason, the 
administration of probiotics will also temporarily be stopped.  
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Contact us
If you have any questions, please speak to the nurse or doctor 
looking after your baby. More information on NEC can be 
found here:  www.bliss.org.uk/necrotising-entercolitis-nec

Additional services
Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS)
PALS can offer you on-the-spot advice and information when 
you have comments or concerns about our services or the care 
you have received.     
   
NHS Choices
NHS Choices provides online information and guidance on all 
aspects of health and healthcare, to help you make decisions 
about your health.
Web: www.nhs.uk


