
Fantastic fibre

To find out more about Life Education Trust in your local area visit
        www.lifeeducation.org.nz or call 0800 454 333

Fibre helps to keep our digestive system healthy and helps to keep us feeling fuller 
for longer. It is a type of carbohydrate that comes from plants.  There are three main 
types: soluble fibre which keeps us feeling full; insoluble fibre which helps us to poo 
more easily; and resistant starch which encourages “good” bacteria, that can help us 
break down fibre, to grow in our large intestine.

Most of us aren’t getting enough fibre. But don’t go overboard: too much, especially in 
someone very young, can cause diarrhoea and make them feel full too quickly. If they 
feel full, they may not eat enough food to give their body all the nutrients they need 
to stay healthy.

Summary

Fibre not only keeps our digestive system moving and healthy but also does good things for our 
cholesterol and blood sugar levels. Fantastic fibre can help with weight control, preventing 
diabetes, heart disease, and maybe even some cancers.

What is it?
Fibre is a type of carbohydrate (like sugars and starches) and comes in three main 
types: soluble, insoluble, and resistant starch. It’s in the parts of plants that we can’t 
break down (digest) by ourselves to release energy (calories) – like cellulose cell walls, 
woody tissues, seed husks, gums and pectins. 

What do the different types of fibre do?
Although food labels generally lump them all together as “dietary fibre”, each has a 
slightly different effect in our bodies. It’s good to make sure we are getting some of 
each type.
 Soluble fibre dissolves in water in our body to become a gel-like substance that 
keeps us feeling full and slows down the emptying of our stomach. It also lowers 
cholesterol and blood sugar levels and supports the growth of helpful bacteria.
 Insoluble fibre mostly keeps its shape and absorbs water as it passes through 
our gut, softening the bowel contents. Provided we’ve drunk enough water, this eases 
and speeds up movement of food through our gut. It helps prevent constipation 
(trouble pooing), helps us feel full, and keeps our gut healthy.
 Resistant starch heads straight to the large intestine where it helps 
keep it healthy by promoting the growth of bacteria that partly breakdown 
fibre for us. (They are often called “good bacteria” in advertisements.)
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Where do we get fibre from?
Fibre is only found naturally in plants. It may be added to processed or non-plant 
foods like yoghurts. Fruits, vegetables, grains, legumes, seeds and nuts are all great 
natural sources of fibre.
 Soluble fibre is found in pectins and gums and in good amounts, in fruits 
(especially citrus, apples and blueberries), vegetables, oats, barley, and legumes. Beta 
glucan is one common type, found in wholegrains, oats, barley and some mushrooms.
 Insoluble fibre comes from wholegrain breads, cereals, nuts, seeds, wheat 
bran, the skin of fruits, and vegetables like cauliflower, beans, carrots, potatoes.
 Resistant starch comes from heating then cooling some foods like 
undercooked pasta, rice, or potatoes. Under-ripe bananas and legumes are other 
great sources.

How does soluble fibre affect the levels of substances outside 
the gut?
By slowing down the rate at which food passes from our stomach into the small 
intestine soluble fibre reduces how much glucose we absorb from it into our 
bloodstream. Soluble fibre also binds to bile acids in the gut stopping us reabsorbing 
some of the cholesterol they contain, which helps to keep cholesterol levels down, 
and in turn to reduce heart disease. 

How does the fibre content of foods compare?

The Ministry of Health recommends 20 g to 24 g fibre per day as an adequate amount 
for 9- to 13- year-old girls and boys and about 25 g to 30 g for adult women and men. 
Manufacturers use a DI (daily intake) value of 30 g fibre to calculate %DI values.
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diarrhoea, interfere with appetite and affect the absorption of other nutrients. 
Breakfast cereals with over 6g fibre/100 g, preferably over 10g, are great, but ones 
with over 15g probably have too much fibre for small tummies. 

Why do only some nutrition information panels (NIPs) list 
“dietary fibre”?
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cereals) is also combined with other fibres in the total count.
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Why do only some nutrition information panels (NIPs) list 
“dietary fibre”?
- Try whole grain or wheatmeal breads, pastas and flours instead of white.
– Eat more seeds, nuts, fruit and veges – and keep their skins on.
– Add legumes or pulses like beans, lentils and chickpeas to stews, curries and salads.

It’s best to increase fibre gradually, because the bacteria which ferment it in our gut 
release gases which can make us feel bloated (and need to escape!) until the body 
adapts. And we need to make sure we also increase the amount we drink to soften up 
all that fibre so it can do its job properly.




