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Thank you!



By the end…
• What is fibre? How much do we need?
• What’s the origin of the belief it’s good?
• What are the guidelines?
• What is the evidence?
• What are the claimed mechanisms?
• Can it harm?
• What’s really going on?
• The bottom line
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What is fibre?
Carbohydrates 101
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Glucose Fructose Galactose

Sucrose Lactose Maltose

Monosaccharides:

Disaccharides:

Polysaccharides:
(Digestible) Glycogen Starch

Single-sugars:

Two-sugars:

Many-sugars:



What is fibre?
Carbohydrates 101
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Glucose Fructose Galactose

Sucrose Lactose Maltose

Single-sugars:

Two-sugars:

Many-sugars:
(Indigestible) Soluble Insoluble



How much do we need?
• "The lower limit of dietary carbohydrate compatible with life 

apparently is zero, provided that adequate amounts of protein 
and fat are consumed.“

• “Essential Nutrient – A vitamin, mineral, fatty acid, or amino 
acid required for normal body functioning that either cannot be 
synthesized by the body at all, or cannot be synthesized in 
amounts adequate for good health, and thus must be obtained 
from a dietary source. Other food components, such as dietary 
fiber, while not essential, also are considered to be nutrients.”

• De facto fibre is non-essential.

Carbohydrates 101
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The end!
Thank you for listening

Refs are on http://www.zoeharcombe.com/PHC19
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What’s the origin…
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…of the belief it’s good?

Sylvester Graham 
(1794-1851)

Ellen G. White
(1827-1915)

John Harvey Kellogg 
(1852-1943)

Denis Burkitt (1911-1993)

Dietitians. Cereal companies. SDAs. 
Vegans. Garden of Eden diet. 

EAT Lancet diet.



What are the guidelines?

DGAs 2015-2020

g/day Age 1-3 Age 4-8 Age 9-13 14-18 19-30 31-50 51+

Male 14 19.6 25.2 30.8 33.6 30.8 28
Female 14 16.8 22.4 25.2 28 25.2 22.4

Dietary Guidelines for Americans
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1977: “Increase consumption of fruit and vegetables and whole grains.”

2000: “Choose a variety of grains daily, especially whole grains.”

2005: “14g/day per 1,000 calories.”
There is no evidence-base for these targets

UK: Age 2-5 (15g) Age 5-11 (20g) Age 11-16 (25g) 16+ (30g)



What are the guidelines?

Food (portion) Fibre Calories Carbs (g) Sugar (g)

Bran Flakes (30g) 5.3 96 24.1 5.7

Banana (medium 118g) 3 105 27 14.4

Apple (100g) 2.4 52 13.8 10.4

Walnuts (28g) 1.9 183 3.8 0.7

Whole meal bread (slice 28g) 1.9 69 11.6 1.6

Baked potato (medium 173g) 3.8 161 36.6 2

Whole W spag (boiled 140g) 6.3 174 37.2 1.1

Baked beans (can 100g) 5.5 105 20.5 7.8

Total 30 945 175 44

How can we get 30g fibre?
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What are the guidelines?
Output guidelines!
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What is the evidence?
RCT evidence
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2 years. 2,033 men. 
Fat/fish/fibre (18g)

All deaths: 123 (12.1%) fibre; 101 (9.9%) ctrl
Heart deaths: 109 (10.7%) fibre; 85 (8.4%) ctrl



What is the evidence?
Cochrane
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“Properly designed long-term randomised 
controlled trials are needed”



What is the evidence?

18 meta-analyses; 21 outcomes; 3/21 “convincing evidence.” 
18/21 no “convincing evidence.”

Umbrella Review
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What is the evidence?

1) Association not causation (Bradford Hill):
- Reynolds (2019) 15% RR ACM – 30g vs. 5g
2) Relative not absolute risk: 
- Yang (2015) (key in umbrella) 16% RR ACM.           

Incident rate 0.68%. AR 0.73% vs. 0.63%
3) The healthy person confounder:                                  
- Xu (key in Reynolds): 2x alcohol; 1.5x obese; 1.5x 

lowest activity; 1.5x lowest education
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Epidemiological

Is fibre a maker, or a marker, of a healthy 
person? 



What is the evidence?
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The Reynolds paper got me thinking…



What is the evidence?
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The Carb vs Fibre Matrix



What is the evidence?
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The Carb vs Fibre Matrix



What is the evidence?
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The Carb vs Fibre Matrix

Does fibre make people healthy? Or do 
healthy people eat fibre?



What are the claimed mechanisms?
1) … slow glucose absorption and thus improve insulin sensitivity.
2) … inhibit cholesterol synthesis & reduce serum cholesterol levels.
3) … promote weight loss by regulating energy intake
4) “The consumption of fibres (particularly from vegetables) is 

associated with higher intakes of vitamins & minerals. These 
micronutrients seem to decrease the risk of the chronic diseases...”

5) … “decrease transit time, thus reducing the contact between 
carcinogens and the lining of the colorectum.”

6) … alter intestinal microbiota composition and function.

Fibre might…
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Yes but: No/low carb foods are better still  
Yes but: Plant sterols lower cholesterol & increase CHD

Yes but: 1 conflicted study showed apples better than juice

Yes but: This isn’t a case for fibre per se & animal foods 
have more micronutrients

Yes but: 1) avoid carinogens 2) nutrient aborption 3) if 
empty bowel is good, then fast! 

Yes but…



What creates optimal microbiota?
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DO DON’T



Can it harm?
The effect of reducing fibre
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Can it harm?
The effect of reducing fibre
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Can it harm?
The effect of reducing fibre
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Can it harm?
The effect of reducing fibre
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Can it harm?
The effect of reducing fibre
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Protein 15%

Fat 30%

Carb 55%

What’s really going on?
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When carbs are non-essential…

“Increase carbohydrate consumption to account for 55 to 60% of calorie intake” 
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What’s really going on?
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The Carb vs Fibre Matrix



What’s really going on?

Food (100g unless shown) fibre Calories Carbs (g) Sugar (g)

Flaxseeds (33g) 9.1 178 10 0.5

Alfalfa raw 1.9 23 2.1 0.2

Asparagus boiled 1.6 18 1.9 0.3

Artichokes boiled 8.6 53 12 1

Chinese cabbage boiled 1.7 14 2.4 0.1

Cauliflower boiled 2.3 23 4.4 2.1

Blackberries 5.3 43 10.2 4.9

Total 31 352 43 9

How low carbers get fibre
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How low carbers get fibre
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Harvard scale: 1g fibre for 10g carb

Low carb/high fibre wins every time



The bottom line

• Is fibre essential? 
• Is 14g/day/1,000 cals evidence-based?
• Is there any RCT or Cochrane evidence? 
• Is there a robust mechanism for benefit? 
• Is a low carb diet necessarily a low fibre diet?
• Beans beans, good for the heart…

the more you eat, the more you… 
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How well did we do?!
No!
No!
No!
No!
No!

!!!!



The end!
Thank you for listening
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