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Abstract
Human milk contains bioactive compounds that confer a protective role against gastrointestinal infections. In order to find supplements for an
infant formula able to mimic these benefits of breast-feeding, two different concepts were tested. The products consisted of the following: (1) a
Bifidobacterium breve- and Streptococcus thermophilus-fermented formula and (2) a combination of short-chain galacto-oligosaccharides/
long-chain fructo-oligosaccharides with pectin-derived acidic oligosaccharides. A rotavirus infection suckling rat model was used to evaluate
improvements in the infectious process and in the immune response of supplemented animals. Both nutritional concepts caused amelioration
of the clinical symptoms, even though this was sometimes hidden by softer stool consistency in the supplemented groups. Both products also
showed certain modulation of immune response, which seemed to be enhanced earlier and was accompanied by a faster resolution of the
process. The viral shedding and the in vitro blocking assay suggest that these products are able to bind the viral particles, which can result
in a milder infection. In conclusion, both concepts evaluated in this study showed interesting protective properties against rotavirus infection,
which deserve to be investigated further.
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The WHO refers to breast-feeding as the best way of providing
food and promoting the healthy development of infants(1). In
fact, human milk is not only a source of energy and nutrients
but also contains bioactive compounds. These compounds such
as oligosaccharides, nucleotides, growth factors, hormones, Ig,
cytokines, lysozyme and lactoferrin have shown immuno-
modulatory and bifidogenic effects(2–4). One of the main
benefits of breast-feeding is the protection that it confers against
gastrointestinal infections in both developed and developing
countries(2). Despite this, breast-feeding is not always possible;
thus, the formulation of new infant formulae, which better
mimic the composition of human milk and provide its anti-
infectious components, is of great importance. In this sense,
dietary oligosaccharide structures, which have a prebiotic effect

similar to that of human milk oligosaccharides, are usually
added to infant formulae. Interventional studies with a specific
mixture of short-chain galacto-oligosaccharides (scGOS) and
long-chain fructo-oligosaccharides (lcFOS; 9:1 ratio) have been
shown to induce a microbiota composition and a stool
consistency closer to the breast-fed infant pattern(5,6). In
addition, scGOS and lcFOS supplements produce an increase
in SCFA in caecum samples(7,8), an increase in intestinal IgA
secretion(9,10), an improvement in Ca absorption(11,12), a lower
incidence of infections during the first few years of life(5,13,14)

and also a decreased incidence of food allergy, asthma and
eczema(15) in both clinical and preclinical studies. All these
effects suggest the importance of scGOS and lcFOS in early life.
Recently, prebiotics other than FOS and GOS have been tested

Abbreviations: FM, fermented milk; GFA, scGOS/lcFOS/pAOS mixture; lcFOS, long-chain fructo-oligosaccharides; pAOS, pectin-derived acidic
oligosaccharides; REF, reference; RV, rotavirus; scGOS, short-chain galacto-oligosaccharides.
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in animals and in humans, such as pectin-derived acidic
oligosaccharides (pAOS). The pAOS, whose safety has already
been assessed(16), are tested in combination with scGOS/lcFOS
in order to mimic the presence of neutral and acidic oligo-
saccharides in human milk. This type of mixture has been shown
to have a bifidogenic effect(17). Moreover, it has been demon-
strated to have an influence on the immune system by enhancing
Th1 response, which is weak in early life, in an infection model
and in a vaccination mouse model(18,19), as well as in a food
allergy model(20). In infants, this mixture also reduces the
occurrence of atopic dermatitis(21). Some studies point out
that this combined formula shows more pronounced immuno-
modulatory effects than scGOS/lcFOS alone(19). Therefore,
differential mechanisms of action have been suggested(20).
Besides prebiotic- or probiotic-containing formulae, fermented

milk (FM)-based infant formulae (FMBIF) offer an additional
means for modulating gut immunity and/or gut microbiota. These
formulae are produced by the fermentation of cows’ milk with
specific lactic acid bacteria strains, followed by heat treatment.
These formulae contain specific products resulting from the fer-
mentation process. In addition to the possible modulation of gut
microbiota composition, in vitro and in vivo studies suggest that
specific fermentation products can actively participate in the
establishment of immune balance and oral tolerance(22). FMBIF
have also been shown to have a bifidogenic effect associated with
an increase in intestinal IgA secretion and a decrease in faecal
pH(23,24). FMBIF have also demonstrated their ability to reduce the
severity of rotavirus (RV) gastrointestinal infection(25,26).
The present study aimed to elucidate the immunomodulatory

and the protective effects of a mixture of scGOS/lcFOS/pAOS and
heat-treated (probiotic-) FM components against RV infection in
early life. A neonatal rat model of RV gastroenteritis was
applied(4,27,28) because RV is the most common pathogen causing
diarrhoea among infants and young children(29).

Methods

Animals

A total of twelve G14 pregnant Lewis rats were obtained from
Janvier (Le-Genest-Saint-Isle, France) and allowed to deliver at
term. The day of birth was registered as day 1 of life. Litters
were unified to 7 pups/dam and had free access to nipples.
Dams had access to water and the American Institute of
Nutrition (AIN)-93G diet(30) ad libitum. Each dam and its litter
were housed individually under controlled temperature and
humidity conditions in a 12 h light–12 h dark cycle. Further-
more, they were maintained in a safe, isolated room, specially
designed and authorised for working under biosecurity level 2
conditions at the Animal Service of the Faculty of Pharmacy,
University of Barcelona. Pups were individually identified by
labelling with a permanent marker after 2 d of environmental
adaptation. The animals were weighed and monitored daily in
order to obtain data regarding the influence of virus inoculation,
clinical development and nutritional intervention on body
weight and growth.
This study was conducted in accordance with institutional

guidelines for the care and use of laboratory animals established

by the Ethics Committee for Animal Experimentation of
the University of Barcelona and the Catalonian Government
(CEEA-UB ref. 165/11, DAAM: 5871).

Experimental design

Suckling rats were distributed into four different experimental
groups: reference (REF group), the group receiving RV inocu-
lation (RV group), the group receiving heat-treated (probiotic-)
FM components (FM group) and the one receiving scGOS/
lcFOS/pAOS mixture (GFA group). Each group included three
litters with seven pups each (n 21/group). Diets or vehicle were
administered from day 3 of life until the last day of the
experiment. The RV inoculation was carried out at day 7 of age
in all the experimental groups with the exception of the REF
group. Clinical evaluation was performed daily from the day
before inoculation until the end of the study. Faecal samples
were collected daily throughout the study, and blood and
intestinal wash samples were collected on the day animals were
killed. Animals were euthanised at two different time points:
a group of the animals were euthanised on day 14 (n 9),
whereas the others continued receiving the diet until day 21
(n 12). A parallel cohort with non-infected animals receiving
the products was also included (non-infection study (NIS)).

Dietary supplementation

Animals were administered daily by oral gavage from day 3 to
day 21 of age with the different supplements (two groups: FM
and GFA) or vehicle (two groups: RV and REF), as previously
described(31), using low-capacity syringes (Hamilton Bonaduz)
adapted to forced alimentation tubes of 25 or 23 calibre and
27mm in length (ASICO).

The FM diet was obtained by fermentation with
Bifidobacterium breve C50 (4·2× 109 bacteria/100 g of powder
formula) and Streptococcus thermophilus 065 (3·84× 107

bacteria/100 g of powder formula) during the manufacturing
process and then heated to kill ferments (patented technology;
Blédina). It was administered at a dose of 3 g/100 g of body
weight per d. The GFA group received a combination of
scGOS, lcFOS and pAOS (76·5:8·5:15) at a dose of 0·8 g/100 g of
body weight per d.

Virus inoculation

The RV strain used (simian SA-11) was obtained from the
‘Enteric Virus Group’ of the University of Barcelona. Viruses
were propagated in fetal African green monkey kidney cells
(MA-104) and titred as TCID50/ml (TCID, tissue culture infec-
tious dose)(4,27). Production was carried out in compliance with
the current principles of Good Laboratory Practices (GLP)
(Royal Decree 1369/2000, of 19 July). SA-11 was inoculated
(2× 108 TCID50/rat in 100 µl of PBS) at day 7 of life, as pre-
viously described(27), to suckling rats from the RV, FM and GFA
groups. The RV was inoculated after 1 h of separation from their
dams to avoid interference between RV and milk components.
The REF group received the same volume of PBS under the
same conditions.
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Clinical indices and faecal specimen collection

SA-11 infection was evaluated on days 8–21 by the growth rate
and clinical indices derived from faecal samples as previously
described(27). Faecal sampling was performed once per d by
gently pressing and massaging the abdomen. Specimens were
immediately scored, in a blinded manner, weighed and frozen
at −20°C for further analysis.
Severity of diarrhoea was expressed by faecal weight and by

scoring stools from 1 to 4 (diarrhoea index) on the basis of colour,
texture and amount as follows: normal (diarrhoea index= 1),
loose yellow-green (diarrhoea index= 2), totally loose yellow-
green (diarrhoea index= 3) and high amount of watery
(diarrhoea index= 4) faeces. Diarrhoea scores ≥2 indicate diar-
rhoeic faeces, whereas scores <2 indicate absence of diarrhoea.
The AUC of severity during days 7–13 was calculated as a

global value of severity. The maximum diarrhoea index was
defined as the highest score during the diarrhoea period.
Incidence of diarrhoea was expressed by the percentage of
diarrhoeic animals, taking into account the number of animals
in each group, and by the percentage of diarrhoeic faeces,
taking into consideration the number of total samples collected
every day in each group. The AUC of the percentage of diar-
rhoeic animals and the percentage of diarrhoeic faeces curves
during days 7–13 were calculated as a global value of incidence.
The AUC for severity, percentage of diarrhoeic animals and

percentage of diarrhoeic faeces were also calculated taking into
account the basal values because of intrinsic aspects of each
treatment (normalised AUC). The maximum percentage of
diarrhoeic animals and diarrhoeic faeces were defined as the
highest values during the diarrhoea period. The diarrhoea
period was calculated for each animal as the interval between
the first (beginning day of diarrhoea) and the last day (ending
day of diarrhoea) of diarrhoea. The actual number of days with
diarrhoea within the diarrhoea period was also counted.

Faecal pH determination

Frozen faecal samples (5–60mg) from days 8–12 were diluted
in distilled water (up to 200mg/ml) and softly agitated. Their
pH values were measured by a pH electrode for surfaces 5207
(Crison Instruments) and pH-Meter micropH 2001 (Crison
Instruments), which were previously calibrated.

Intestinal and blood sample collection

After previous anaesthesia with intramuscular ketamine/xylazine
injection, rats from each group were euthanised at days 14 or 21.
Blood samples were collected by cardiac puncture, and serum
samples were stored at −20°C until analysis. The small intestine
was weighed, cut into 5-mm pieces and incubated in PBS for
10min at 37°C in a shaker to obtain the gut wash. After
centrifugation, supernatants were stored at −20°C until analysis.

ELISA for specific total, IgG, IgA and IgM anti-rotavirus
antibody quantification in sera and intestinal washes

Ninety-six-well plates (Nunc MaxiSorp) were coated with
UV-inactivated SA-11 particles at 105/ml. After blocking with

PBS-1%, bovine serum albumin (BSA, 1 h, room temperature
(RT)), appropriately diluted sera or intestinal wash samples
were added (3 h, RT). After washing, rabbit anti-rat Ig
conjugated to peroxidase from Dako or mouse biotinylated
anti-rat IgA (A93-2), IgG1/2a (R19-15) or IgM (G53-238)
monoclonal antibodies from BD Biosciences, followed by
peroxidase-conjugated extravidin (Sigma-Aldrich), were added.
Subsequently, the substrate was added, as previously
described(27). Pooled sera from dams of inoculated litters were
used as standard in each plate. Quadratic polynomial adjust-
ment was used. Dam sera received the value of 5000 arbitrary
units (AU)/ml for total anti-RV antibodies and 1000AU/ml for
anti-RV IgG, IgA and IgM antibodies.

ELISA for determining SA-11 viral load in faeces

Faecal samples from days 7 to 16 were diluted in PBS
(20mg/ml) and homogenised using a Polytron (Kinematica).
Homogenates were centrifuged (200 g, 5min, 4°C), and
supernatants were frozen at −20°C until use. SA-11 particles in
faecal samples were quantified by ELISA, as previously descri-
bed(27). Titrated dilutions of inactivated SA-11 virus particles,
ranging from 105 to 103/ml, were used as standard in each plate.

In vitro blocking assay

A concentration of 5× 104 particles/ml of SA-11 in PBS–Tween
1% was prepared. Different dilutions of FM or GFA products of
the in vivo-administered concentration were added to the virus
(from 1/2 to 1/60 dilutions). The combinations were incubated
for 30min. Free, non-coated viral particles were quantified by
ELISA, as described above (SA-11 viral load).

Statistical analysis

PASW Statistics 22 software package (SPSS Inc.) was used for
the statistical analysis. The Komolgorov–Smirnov test was
applied to assess normal distribution, followed by Levene’s test
in order to determine variance equality. Conventional one-way
ANOVA was performed considering the experimental group as
the independent variable. When virus inoculation/treatment
had a significant effect on the dependent variable (body weight,
body weight increase, etc.), Scheffé’s post hoc test was applied.
The Kruskal–Wallis and Mann–Whitney U tests were used
when non-normal distribution or different variance was found
(maximum diarrhoea score, severity AUC, etc.). Finally, the
χ2 test was used to compare frequencies (diarrhoea incidence).
Differences were considered significant at P values <0·05.
Results are expressed as means values with their standard errors
or as medians and interquartile range of number of animals.

Results

Effect of the dietary supplementation and virus inoculation
on body weight

Body weight was recorded between days 2 and 14 of life. The
values ranged from about 6–7 to 22–24 g, with no significant
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differences among groups. When weight increase (from day 2 to
day 14) was calculated, all animals had an increase of about
195–255% without statistical differences. The diet had no notable
influence on growth of animals, and no weight loss was asso-
ciated with the infection process (Fig. 1). Only the GFA group had
a lower body weight slope than the other groups from day 6 to
day 13 (P<0·05), although at the end of the study no differences
were found either in body weight or in weight increase.

Effect of the dietary supplementation on stool consistency

As can be seen in Fig. 2, before the inoculation day (day 7) and
when infection was resolved (day 14), the diets induced changes
in faecal consistency (mainly the GFA diet), increasing the number
of faeces considered as diarrhoeic (diarrhoea index≥ 2). To better
observe these effects, already described for certain prebiotics, a
NIS including suckling rats that received FM and GFA diets was
carried out. According to our diarrhoea scores, most of the animals
in the NIS had scores higher than 1 during the study and in some
cases had a diarrhoea index= 2 score during the days of sup-
plementation (14d) (data not shown). Moreover, some animals of
the NIS, mainly those from the GFA diet, still had diarrhoea
1 week later (day 21). Therefore, the direct effect of the diets on
stool consistency has to be taken into account.

Incidence of diarrhoea

The incidence of diarrhoea was evaluated by two approaches:
percentage of diarrhoeic animals and percentage of diarrhoeic
faeces. Considering the percentage of diarrhoeic animals in the
entire experimental period (Fig. 2(a)), 95–100% of animals of
the inoculated groups developed diarrhoea at some time point,
whereas <5% did so in the REF group (with no RV inoculation).
In the RV group, percentage of diarrhoeic animals was almost
70% on day 8; it increased up to 85% on day 10, decreased
later, and after day 12 none of the animals in this group had

diarrhoea (Fig. 2(a)). The animals from the FM group showed
certain improvement. In this sense, this group had lower
percentage of diarrhoeic animals than the RV group over the
days 9–11 period, but it was only significant on day 11 (P< 0·05
v. RV) (Fig. 2(a)). The percentage of diarrhoeic animals in the
GFA group was higher than that of the RV group in the last few
days studied (from day 12), as well as before virus inoculation.
When the percentage of diarrhoea was normalised (subtracting
the basal values due to intrinsic aspects of each treatment), a clearer
improvement by both supplements was observed (Fig. 2(b)).

All groups had the maximum percentage of diarrhoeic
animals at 1–3 d after the RV induction (Table 1). When the
diarrhoeic animals’ AUC was calculated (Table 1), we observed
that the FM group presented a lower value than the RV group.
On the contrary, the diarrhoeic animals’ AUC in the GFA group
was higher than that in the RV group. However, when the
diarrhoeic animals’ AUC was normalised by calculating the AUC
of the increment of incidence during RV infection from the
baseline of each group, it was lower for both supplemented
groups compared with that of the RV group.

The results corresponding to the incidence of diarrhoeic
faeces (percentage of diarrhoeic faeces) (Table 1), that is,
maximum percentage of diarrhoeic faeces, diarrhoeic faeces
AUC and normalised diarrhoeic faeces AUC, followed the same
pattern as that of percentage of diarrhoeic animals.

Duration of diarrhoea

Focusing on the duration of the diarrhoea process, in the RV
group, diarrhoea started 1–2 d after inoculation and ended
around the 11th day of life. Both, the diarrhoea period and the
days with diarrhoea were between 3 and 4 d (Table 1). In the
FM group, the ending day of diarrhoea was earlier compared
with the other groups, and also the diarrhoea period and days
with diarrhoea were reduced by up to 1 d (Table 1). In contrast,
the GFA group had significantly increased the length of the
diarrhoea period when no normalisation was applied (Table 1).
It should be noted that the GFA group still had scores >1 up to
the end of the study.

Severity of diarrhoea

In Fig. 2(c), the severity curves can be observed. In the RV
group, the diarrhoea index was about 2·5 on day 8 and
maintained similar values until day 11, but later the mean score
was below 2, which means that most animals had no diarrhoea.
The FM group showed a lower severity score than the RV
group as early as day 8, and this was maintained until day 12,
although these differences were only significant at day 10
and 11 (P< 0·05). As in the previous indicators of the pathology
(percentage of diarrhoeic animals, percentage of diarrhoeic
faeces or the diarrhoea process variables), the effectiveness of
the GFA diet in controlling the RV infection was hidden because
the products induced features that concealed their putative
action, but when normalised a remarkable reduction in
diarrhoea severity was observed (Fig. 2(d)).

The mean maximum diarrhoea index for all infected
groups was approximately 3 and was obtained at day 9 in all
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cases (Table 1). The FM group had a lower maximum diarrhoea
index than the RV group (P< 0·05). The AUC of the severity
pattern calculated during the period with diarrhoea (Table 1)
was about 6 in the RV group, whereas REF animals did not

develop diarrhoea and had AUC values approximately 0
(data not shown). Interestingly, a significant reduction in
severity AUC (34%) was observed for the FM group compared
with the RV group, demonstrating an overall reduction in the
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Table 1. Clinical variables determining diarrhoea process from day 7 to 13 of life
(Medians and interquartile ranges (IQR); n 21 animals per group)

RV FM GFA

Incidence
Maximum percentage of diarrhoeic animals 85·71 70·00 95·00
Diarrhoeic animals AUC 328·57 208·85 440·63
Normalised diarrhoeic animals AUC 328·57 178·97 232·26
Maximum percentage of diarrhoeic faeces 90·00 87·50 100·00
Diarrhoeic faeces AUC 362·06 274·68 511·67
Normalised diarrhoeic faeces AUC 362·06 183·33 290·61

Median IQR Median IQR Median IQR

Duration
Beginning day 8·0 1·0 8·0* 0·0 8·0* 0·0
Ending day 11·0 2·0 10·5 2·0 12·0*,† 1·0
Diarrhoea period 4·0 1·0 2·0* 2·0 5·0*,† 1·0
Days with diarrhoea 4·0 2·0 2·0* 1·0 5·0*,† 1·0

Severity
Maximum diarrhoea index 3·00 0·25 2·74* 0·56 3·00 0·50
Severity AUC 5·75 3·50 4·31* 1·75 6·88† 2·69
Normalised severity AUC 5·75 3·50 3·60* 1·52 3·16* 1·98

RV, rotavirus; FM, fermented milk; GFA, short-chain galacto-oligosaccharides/long-chain fructo-oligosaccharides/pectin-derived acidic oligosaccharides mixture.
* Median value was significantly different from that for RV (P<0·05).
† Median value was significantly different from that for FM (P<0·05).
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severity of the process (P< 0·05). The GFA group showed a
significant reduction in severity AUC when it was normalised
(from its baseline diarrhoea index present before and after the
infective process, P< 0·05).

Faecal weight

The weight of the faecal samples was recorded throughout the
study. The mean faecal weight in each period was calculated in
samples obtained before the inoculation day (day 7), those
during the acute diarrhoea period (days 7–11) and samples
belonging to the post-diarrhoea period (after day 12). Before RV
inoculation, there were no differences among the groups
(Fig. 3(a)); however, in the days just after RV infection, the
faecal weight of animals from the RV group increased
(approximately 15mg) with respect to those from the REF
group (approximately 6mg, P< 0·05). The weights of faecal
samples from the FM and GFA groups were also higher
than those from the REF group (P< 0·05), but the GFA diet was
able to decrease the faecal weight compared with the RV
group (P< 0·05) (Fig. 3(a)). After this period, there were no
differences among the groups (data not shown).

Faecal pH

Faecal samples from days 8–12 of each group were pooled and
pH was measured (Fig. 3(b)). The RV group showed a lower
faecal pH during the acute diarrhoea period with respect to
the REF group (P< 0·05). The FM diet avoided this acidification
of faeces (P< 0·05 v. RV). In contrast, the GFA group had an
intermediate pH value between those of the REF group
and those of the RV group.

Humoral immune response

Specific anti-RV antibodies were quantified in serum (total, IgG,
IgM and IgA) (Table 2) and in intestinal washes (IgA and IgM)
(Table 2) at day 14 and 21 of life. In the RV group, there were
already significant levels of specific anti-RV IgA, IgG and IgM in

serum and anti-RV IgA and IgM at day 14 of life. The values of
each isotype in the RV group on day 14 are considered as
100 AU, and the results for the RV group on day 21 and for
the other groups have been proportionally adjusted for each
isotype. In the serum samples of the RV group, only anti-RV IgG
titres increased significantly from day 14 to day 21 (P< 0·05). In
intestinal washes, the specific anti-RV IgA and IgM levels
increased 1 week later.

Both dietary supplementations modulated the humoral
immune response against the RV. In the FM group, serum anti-RV
antibodies were higher than those of the RV group at day 14,
which seems to be due to higher levels of specific IgM, whereas
anti-RV IgA concentration was lower than that in the RV group
(Table 2). In the FM group, specific IgG increased at day 21. The
intestinal anti-RV IgA levels were similar to those in the RV group
both at day 14 and at day 21 (Table 2). Specific total antibodies in
serum from the GFA group were lower than those in the RV
group at day 14 (P< 0·05), which seems to be due to decreased
levels of all anti-RV isotypes, particularly IgG, which was also
reduced on day 21 (P< 0·05). In addition, in the GFA group,
intestinal anti-RV IgA concentration was increased at day 14, and
intestinal anti-RV IgM levels at day 21 were reduced (P< 0·05).

Viral shedding

The results obtained for viral shedding after inoculation (days
7–16) can be seen in Fig. 4. The REF group (non-infected
group) had a low background (in the ELISA technique). In all
RV-inoculated animals, the maximum clearance of the RV was
produced on the 1st day after inoculation (day 8). On this day,
both supplemented groups had a lower value of RV shedding
than that of the RV group, although it was only significant for
the GFA group (P< 0·05), and was even similar to the back-
ground levels found in the REF group.

In vitro blocking assay

After observing the results from the viral shedding experiment,
an in vitro approach was used to test the possible binding
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Fig. 3. Mean faecal weight (mg) from samples collected during the pre-inoculation period (before day 7) and the acute diarrhoea period (days 8–11) (a). Faecal pH
from day 8–12 pooled samples (diarrhoea period) (b). Results are expressed as mean values of obtained samples from the 21 animals/group within the detailed
period (n 11–62 samples per group for faecal weight and n 4–6 samples per group for pH), with their standard errors. Statistical significance: * P<0·05 v. REF;
† P< 0·05 v. RV. , Reference (REF group); , rotavirus (RV group); , fermented milk (FM group); , short-chain galacto-oligosaccharides/long-chain
fructo-oligosaccharides/pectin-derived acidic oligosaccharides mixture (GFA group).
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ability of the supplements to RV particles (Fig. 5). The number
of SA-11 particles detected after incubation with several
dilutions of FM and GFA products was analysed. SA-11
detection was inhibited by both products, with the inhibitory
activity for both products being approximately 30% at the
highest concentration assayed.

Discussion

Exclusive breast-feeding during the first 6 months of life has
a protective, bifidogenic and immunomodulatory effect able to
prevent or decrease the incidence and severity of RV diarrhoea
among other infections(2). In order to mimic these benefits, new
supplements to be added to infant formula when infants cannot

be breast-fed have been recently investigated. In the present
study, both products based on microbial/prebiotic concepts
(FM and GFA) have been evaluated on a model of RV-induced
diarrhoea in suckling rats.

FM administration was able to reduce clinical diarrhoea in
terms of incidence, duration and severity. A reduction in
diarrhoea severity had already been reported in a germ-free
suckling rat RV model supplemented with milk fermented by a
Lactobacillus casei strain(25), and also in infants supplemented
with a cell-free fermented infant formula(26). The latter study
demonstrated that the presence of live micro-organisms is not
essential to obtain probiotic-like effects. The FM also avoided
the RV-induced acidification of faeces. However, this result,
similar to that found in the REF group, contrasts with the
reduction of faecal pH in healthy mice and humans receiving

Table 2. Specific anti-rotavirus (RV) antibodies in serum and intestinal wash from 14- and 21-d-old rats. The values of each isotype in the RV group on day
14 are considered as 100 arbitrary units (AU), and the results for the RV group on day 21 and for the other groups have been proportionally adjusted for
each isotype
(Mean values with their standard errors; n 9–12 animals per group)

RV (AU/ml) FM (AU/ml) GFA (AU/ml)

Antibodies Age (d) Mean SEM Mean SEM Mean SEM

Serum
Anti-RV Ig 14 100·00 17·75 154·69* 21·26 66·93* 18·48

21 236·67 17·34 244·89 13·06 203·44 4·50
Anti-RV IgG 14 100·00 13·51 88·16 47·74 38·77* 9·92

21 879·79 227·12 1620·86* 117·94 86·20* 16·72
Anti-RV IgM 14 100·00 24·96 162·35 41·96 65·85 10·52

21 153·84 48·28 95·53 24·71 82·66 10·37
Anti-RV IgA 14 100·00 5·03 74·62* 7·71 83·10 8·87

21 106·61 7·60 127·43 9·77 118·41 9·63
Intestinal wash

Anti-RV IgA 14 100·00 14·94 91·07 18·61 182·54* 47·41
21 239·22 32·33 195·90 22·30 166·92 41·06

Anti-RV IgM 14 100·00 6·46 90·31 13·76 85·29 18·69
21 143·64 10·89 132·56 19·81 101·33* 5·29

FM, fermented milk; GFA, short-chain galacto-oligosaccharides/long-chain fructo-oligosaccharides/pectin-derived acidic oligosaccharides mixture.
Statistical significance * P<0·05 v. RV at same time point.
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Fig. 4. Viral shedding curves of faecal samples. Results are expressed as
mean values of obtained samples from the 21 animals/group within the detailed
period (n 11–62), with their standard errors. Statistical significance: * P< 0·05 v.
REF; † P< 0·05 v. RV. , Reference (REF group); , rotavirus
(RV group); , fermented milk (FM group); , short-chain galacto-
oligosaccharides/long-chain fructo-oligosaccharides/pectin-derived acidic
oligosaccharides mixture (GFA group).
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a cell-free fermented formula(23,24). This could be due to the
effect of breast-feeding in our study, which may already acidify
the intestinal content. In RV-induced groups, viral shedding was
mainly produced on day 8, agreeing with previous studies using
this model(27). However, in the FM group, viral shedding was
slightly lower than that in the RV group, which suggests that the
FM has a certain capacity to bind the RV particles. In fact,
interactions between enterocyte surface glycan and VP7/VP4
RV proteins are crucial for infection(32), and glycoproteins have
been characterised as active compounds of a FM(23). In
consequence, it seems reasonable to think that some FM
components could bind the virus. This is why we performed the
blocking assay, which showed an inhibition of approximately
30% of virus detection in the presence of this FM.
The GFA group showed a softer consistency of faecal

samples throughout the study, which were even sometimes
considered as diarrhoeic. This effect has already been described
for some prebiotics, and it is actually useful to make formula-fed
infants’ faeces more similar to those from breast-fed infants and
to reduce constipation(5,6,33). However, the difficulty of differ-
entiating the softer stool consistency induced by the probiotic
from the RV-induced diarrhoea is a limitation of this suckling rat
model. In spite of that, this diet showed clinical improvements
similar to those of FM administration and in line with other
studies, where a specific mixture of scGOS/lcFOS supple-
mentation prevented infections in infants(5,13,14,34). Although the
faeces were scored in a blinded manner, faecal weight seemed
to be a more objective measure of the water content in the
faeces. In this context, a reduction in faecal weight in the acute
diarrhoea period in the group supplemented with GFA also
evidenced the improvement induced by this diet. In addition,
the faecal pH in the GFA group had an intermediate value
between those of the REF and RV groups. This fact does not
discard that this product may avoid the RV-induced electrolytic
disorder, but a reduction of pH could be because of the acidity
of pAOS and/or caused by scGOS/lcFOS directly. The increase
in bacterial fermentation can lead to an increase in SCFAs
production, and thus pH reduction. In fact, lower pH has
been reported as a beneficial effect associated with prebiotic
oligosaccharides(7,33). In the group supplemented with GFA,
viral shedding was greatly reduced; in fact, it was comparable
with that of the REF group. The blocking assay indicated a
certain inhibition in detecting the virus in the presence of GFA,
similarly to FM, which may indicate a lower infection of the
epithelial cells in the intestine and a lower replication. In this
sense, acidic oligosaccharides are known to be able to
interact with the epithelial surface and to prevent the pathogen
adhesion(3).
Overall, both concepts tested showed protective effects

against RV-induced diarrhoea in suckling rats. A possible
mechanism responsible for the reduction of clinical signs
produced by both concepts could be the direct interaction with
viral particles and their blocking, avoiding the entry into
enterocytes and, consequently, their replication. However, we
cannot discard the possibility that the concepts could also
interact with the intestinal microbiota, or directly with the cell
surface, stimulating changes in the mucus and reinforcing
the epithelial barrier.

Moving to the immune response against RV, this infection
induces local and systemic, humoral and cellular immune
responses. B cells presenting the α4β7 homing integrin and
T CD4+ cells are crucial for the specific antibodies production,
and T CD8+ cells constitute the cell-mediated immune response,
which by means of inducing cytotoxicity shortens the infection
and promotes viral clearance. Similar to most humoral immune
responses, specific anti-RV antibodies released are first IgM and
then IgG and IgA isotypes, with the levels of anti-RV IgA,
either intestinal or systemic, being better correlated with
protection(35–37). Nevertheless, the acquirement of protection
against RV is not fully understood(35–37). In the present study,
the RV infection caused an increase of specific antibodies in
serum and intestinal wash samples. The FM diet did cause some
changes in anti-RV antibodies concentration. Some studies have
suggested that the increase in intestinal IgA could be the
mechanism of action of FM(26), but our results do not agree with
that suggestion because intestinal IgA levels in the FM group
were similar to those found in the RV group. On the other hand,
the GFA diet’s results suggest an enhancement in the early
response as shown in intestinal IgA, which agrees with other
studies showing that GFA activated the immune response(17–21),
and allows us to hypothesise that these antibodies may solve
the infection rapidly, with fewer antibodies needed later on.
This early increase in intestinal anti-RV IgA synthesis seems to
have been enough to fight against the virus.

In conclusion, both microbial/prebiotic-related concepts
tested here showed some beneficial effects on RV-induced
diarrhoea in a neonatal rat model and can be considered for
inclusion in infant formulae or supplements. Further studies are
needed to understand their mechanism of action. A more
in-depth investigation into the direct interaction of the products
with the virus would be of interest, as well as their effect on the
intestinal microbiota.
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