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NTHE UNITED STATES, THERE ARE
two distinctions relating to fiber
(dietary fiber and functional fiber;
with total fiber including both).

According to the Institute of Medicine,
dietary fiber consists of the naturally-
occurring “edible, nondigestible carbo-
hydrate and lignin components,”
whereas functional fiber is considered
to be an “isolated, extracted, or syn-
thetic” form that provides specific
health benefits.1-3

Examples of functional fibers include
inulin, beta-glucans, polydextrose, psyl-
lium, and resistant starch, and the
potential bodily effects range from
increased stool weight and frequency to
improved blood chemistry (eg, lipid and
glucose levels).1 The addition of func-
tional fiber to foods may help some
people increase their overallfiber intake.
However, this formoffibermaynot yield
the same benefits as food sources that
contain dietary fiber naturally. As with
other nutrition-related research, a syn-
ergistic effect is thought to be respon-
sible forfiber’s notable healthbenefits.2,3

In the past, soluble and insolublewere
terms used to describe the attributes of
fiber, as the physiological benefit could
be different depending on the source.
Most dietary sources of naturally-
occurring fiber contain both soluble
and insoluble fiber, only in varying
amounts. The Institute of Medicine no
longer classifies fiber in this way, but the
labeling of “soluble fiber” is still required
when health claims appear on food
packaging.4 Considering fiber passes
throughthehumangastrointestinal tract
without being digested or absorbed in
the small intestine,1 there are numerous
health benefits, regardless of the type
consumed.
The daily recommended amount of

fiber was originally derived from
observational data that reflected a
lowered risk of coronary heart disease
in populations that consumed an
adequate amount.1-3 Research relating
to its role in reducing the risk of type 2
diabetes and colorectal cancer has
been mounting. However, the findings
specific to the source of fiber (eg, fruit,
vegetable, legume, cereals) and risk
reduction for different cancers have
varied. More research is also needed
relating to the type of fiber and its in-
fluence on satiety and body weight. In
addition, there has been an increased
focus relating to the fermentability of
different sources of fiber, especially as
it relates to the gut microbiota.2

Fiber is undoubtedly an essential
part of a healthy eating plan, yet its
implication as a nutrient has been
somewhat elusive. The definition of
what constitutes as fiber has evolved
over the years, as have the methods
used to assess it.2,3 Dietary fiber has
been described as a range of com-
pounds as opposed to a single one.3

These differences in the treatment of
fiber may complicate the interpretation
of research findings, as well as nutri-
tional analyses, in some cases.2

Although fiber is derived from one
of the macronutrients, the absence of
a deficiency state prevents it from
being considered an essential nutrient.
Furthermore, there is no Estimated
Average Requirement or Recommended
Dietary Allowance for fiber as there are
for other carbohydrate sources. An Ade-
quate Intake has been established in-
stead, and this amount is contingent on
the amount of kilocalories consumed.1,2

The potential for fiber to interact with
the absorption of certain nutrients has
been recognized, but at this time the
risk is thought to be insignificant, so no
Tolerable Upper Level has been identi-
fied for either dietary fiber or functional
fiber. Although gastrointestinal com-
plaints have been reported with high
ª 2
amounts, this has been limited to only
functional fiber sources.1,2

The recommendation for fiber is not
new and has not changed despite
the advances that have been made
regarding how it is quantified, yet many
Americans are still falling short. The
Executive Summary Scientific Report of
the 2015 Dietary Guidelines Advisory
Committee acknowledges fiber as a
shortfall nutrient and considers it to be
a “nutrient of public health concern
[due to the] adverse health outcomes”
relative to its underconsumption.5

Although the classification of fiber
may need to be further clarified in the
future, it is currently known that foods
that are naturally good sources of fiber
contribute to the nutrient adequacy of
a person’s diet and are vital to good
health. Promoting an overall healthy
dietary pattern that includes a variety
of fiber sources, especially fruits, vege-
tables, whole grains, legumes, nuts, and
seeds, will help Americans achieve the
daily recommended amount for dietary
fiber and fulfill other important nutrient
requirements while helping to lower
their risk for some chronic diseases.
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