Different Roles for Dietary Fiber, Antioxidants
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A high-fiber diet helps prevent cardiovascular morbidity and mortality in both men and women--but one that is rich in antioxidants may protect only men.  These were the conclusions of Scottish researchers who recently published data from a large cohort study in the American Journal of Epidemiology.  Todd and associates used a semiquantitative food frequency questionnaire, cross-validated against plasma antioxidant levels, to assess the dietary intake of fiber and antioxidants (vitamins C and E, and carotenoids) among 11,629 men and women enrolled in the Scottish Heart Health Study. Data were obtained between 1984 and 1993, and subjects were followed for an average of 7.7 years; all were between 40 and 59 years of age at baseline. Use of vitamin supplements was low.

Other data examined in the study were serum total cholesterol, blood pressure, electrocardiogram readings, height and weight measurements, and the amount of carbon monoxide in expired air.

Researchers used two end-point measurements: coronary heart disease (CHD) incidents and death from any cause. "Incident CHD" was defined as any CHD event (hospital admission for myocardial infarction, need for coronary artery revascularization, or death from coronary causes) experienced by a participant who was considered CHD-free at baseline.

Results in men indicated an association between increased fiber intake and a significantly decreased risk of both all-cause mortality and incident CHD.  Higher levels of antioxidant consumption also appeared to have a protective effect, possibly due to vitamin E's tendency to protect lipids from free radical damage and/or limit the production of modified low-density lipoprotein cholesterol.

In women, fiber intake also had a favorable effect on both survival and prevention of CHD incidents. However, higher antioxidant levels did not confer a significant benefit. As the investigators speculate, factors other than antioxidant intake may play a more significant role in women--such as physical activity levels and/or estrogen status.
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