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Fight Cancer with Fiber

Dietary fiber—from whole grains, legumes, fruits, and vegetables—is an
important component of how plant-focused eating helps prevent cancer.

F itting fiber into your diet is a cancer-
preventive strategy. Fiber most clearly
protects against colorectal cancer—tisk
drops 10 percent for each 10-gram in-
crease in fiber. Analysis combining 16
population studies also links higher fiber
with lower breast cancer risk. Because fi-
ber is a component of foods with nutrients
and plant compounds (phytochemicals)
that may help reduce cancer risk, it’s dif-
ficult to isolate fiber-specific protection.

Fiber's multi-tasking protection. Dietary
fiber may work in multiple ways to pro-
tect against cancer:

 Reduces intestinal exposure to toxins,
dilutes concentration, and speeds pas-
sage through the gut.

Feeds healthy bacteria in your intes-
tines that ferment fiber, forming sub-
stances that seem to promote colon cell
health and fight inflammation as they
circulate throughout the body.

Lowers body estrogen levels by bind-
ing it in the colon, thus decreasing risk
of estrogen-sensitive cancers.

Reduces unhealthful levels of insulin, a
hormone that seems to promote devel-
opment of several types of cancer.
Linked with lower body weight and
less tendency to gain weight, though
fiber’s specific role is controver-

sial. Since overweight and obesity
increase the risks of nine forms of
cancer, this link has important cancer
prevention potential.

Fiber's many forms. Dietary fiber refers
to fiber that is naturally present in plant
foods. Functional fiber is isolated fiber
that is added to foods or used as a supple-
ment. Functional fiber’s effects are real,
but studies linking lower cancer risk with
higher dietary fiber intake may partly
reflect benefits of other nutrients and
compounds in whole plant foods. Fiber is
not all the same, and sources differ in the
health benefits they offer. Here’s a run-
down on different fiber types.
Traditionally, fiber was classified as so/-
uble (linked with lower blood cholesterol)
or insoluble (linked with better intestinal
regularity). While these terms are still seen
in some studies, each includes types of
fiber that act quite differently.

e Viscous fiber is gel-forming in the in-
testines; fermentable fiber is the type
that gut bacteria can ferment.

* Resistant starch—a significant por-
tion of the starch in dried beans—has
traditionally not been counted as di-
etary fiber, yet it also is fermented by
gut bacteria.

Fiber sources and types overlap.
Soluble fiber can be fermentable, viscous
or both. Insoluble fiber may or may not
be fermentable. The same food, whether
apples, dried beans or oatmeal, contains
several types of fiber. So, get your fiber
from a wide variety of sources to gain the
full array of potential health benefits.
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HOW MUCH FIBER IS ENOUGH?

Americans now average 17 grams (g) of dietary fiber
a day. That is some improvement, but most adults still
need to boost dietary fiber by at least 10 g a day to
meet general health recommendations of 25 and 38
g daily for women and men ages 19-50 years of age,
respectively, or 21 and 30 g for those over age 50.

Fiber-boosting strategies. The best strategy
is to meet or exceed fiber recommen-
dations through a variety of naturally
high-fiber foods so you get all types

of fiber and the bevy of nutrients that
accompany them. Expand your high-fiber
choices from these categories daily:

» Grains. Each % cup (or 1-ounce) serv-
ing of whole grains provides 2-4 g of
dietary fiber; some with added bran
provide 5-10 g.

o Grain products, including pita bread
and sandwich wraps, labeled “contains
whole grains” are better than refined
grains, but not as good as “100%
whole grain.”

o If switching to a high-fiber cereal is
challenging, mix it with your usual
lower-fiber choice as you transition.

« Broaden your selection of cooked
grains for side dishes or ingredients: try
brown rice (including quick-cooking),
whole wheat couscous, bulgur, barley,
quinoa, farro, and freekeh. Whole
wheat pasta is especially good with a
flavorful sauce.

> Vegetables. Each ¥4 cup (cooked or raw)

usually provides 2-4 g of dietary fiber,

although a 1-cup serving of raw lettuce

has less than 1 g.

* Double the vegetables in casseroles,
stews and stir-fries.

» Add raw, cooked or frozen vegetables
(or leftovers) to homemade or pre-
pared soups.

 Use vegetables, such as bell pepper
strips or broccoli florets, for dipping
with hummus and other dips.

> Legumes. Dried beans (including soy-

foods like tofu, tempeh and edamame),

peas and lentils are concentrated sources

of fiber, with 6-8 g per half-cup (cooked.)

o Swap legumes for half the meat or
poultry in casseroles or stir-fries.

* Add canned beans to salads, pasta
sauce, or burritos.

e Use lentils in pasta sauce or soup; they
cook quickly without presoaking.

¢ Thicken soups with pureed beans in-
stead of cream or flour.

> Fruits. Most provide 2-3 g of fiber in %2

cup or 1 medium piece (though some, like

berries and pears provide at least 4 g.)

o Add fresh or dried fruit to your ce-
real. Especially with oatmeal or other
cooked cereal, frozen options make
berries and peaches budget-friendly
toppings year-round.

e Use fruit instead of jelly in a sandwich.

e Add fresh or frozen fruit to plain yogurt
instead of choosing fruit-flavored
yogurts with minimal fruit content.

» Nuts and seeds. A 1.5-ounce serving of most

nuts and seeds provides about 3 g of fiber.

* Top salads and mixed dishes with nuts
instead of croutons or breadcrumbs.

* Add a couple tablespoons of flaxseed to
cereal; grind in a coffee grinder to get ab-
sorbable nutrients with the fiber boost. &
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