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A recent study reports that the consumption of dietary 

fibers reduces infection by the influenza virus while 

diminishing the inflammation of respiratory tissue and 

increasing the antiviral immune response.  

DIFFERENCES IN SUSCEPTIBILITY 

The influenza virus, responsible for the “flu”, is highly contagious 

and annually infects 5 to 15% of the world’s population. The most 

common clinical symptoms of this infection are nasal discharge, 

sore throat, fever and general malaise, but this response to the virus 

varies considerably between individuals. Some people are clearly 

incapacitated by the virus and remain in bed for several days while 

others are much more tolerant and show only moderate symptoms 

of infection. 

It seems that these differences in sensitivity are due to the 

inflammation generated in response to the virus: in the sick 

individuals, it is the genes involved in the production of 

inflammatory molecules and in the response to stress which are 

predominantly activated, whereas in resistant people it is actually 

genes which activate an anti-inflammatory and anti-oxidant 

response which are activated1. The identification of the factors 

responsible for these different responses could thus become very 

useful regarding minimizing the negative effects of the flu on 

health. 

ANTI-INFLAMMATORY FIBERS 

One of the most important known modulators of inflammation is 

diet, particularly the dietary fibers found in large quantities in most 

plants. The intestinal microbiome (the hundreds of billions of 

bacteria, which colonize our intestines) feed upon these fibers via 

fermentation, which generates several short fatty acid chains such 

as acetate, propionate and butyrate that act on the cells of the 

immune system to diminish inflammation. Several studies have 

suggested that this anti-inflammatory activity of short chain fatty 

acids could play a very important role in preventing the immune 

system from overstimulation and then triggering a disproportionate 

response which damages the tissue or even promotes the 

development of autoimmune disorders (allergies, type 1 diabetes or 

lupus). 

FIGHTING INFLUENZA 

One study recently suggested that the anti-inflammatory action of 

short fatty acid chains could also play an important role in the 

antiviral response against the influenza virus2. A team of 

Australian researchers showed that animals that consume a diet 

rich in inulin (a soluble fiber abundant in certain plants such as 

artichokes, garlic, asparagus and bananas) were much more 

resistant to infection by the influenza virus and exhibited fewer 

 

pulmonary lesions caused by the virus than were those which 

consumed little fiber. A detailed analysis has shown that this 

protection was caused by two major phenomena: 

1. Diminished infiltration of white blood cells 

(neutrophils) within the respiratory passages, which 

decreased the destruction of pulmonary tissue caused by 

these immune cells. 

2. An increase in the activity of CD8 lymphocytes, killer 

cells specialized in the elimination of viruses. 

In other words, a diet rich in fiber optimizes the response to viruses 

by increasing one form of antiviral immunity but, on the other 

hand, decreasing excess inflammation which could damage the 

lungs. 

These positive effects are correlated with an important change in 

the composition of the microbiome within the model animals: 

dietary supplementation with inulin caused an increase in the 

Bifidobacterium species and a very large increase in the levels of 

short fatty acid chains, particularly butyric acid. It is interesting to 

note that simply adding butyrate to the water consumed by the 

animals was sufficient to reproduce the anti-influenza protection 

provided by a diet rich in fiber, confirming that it is truly the 

production of short fatty acid chains by the intestinal microbiome, 

which is responsible for the modifications of the immune activity. 

The prevention of influenza can thus be added to the many effects 

already known for dietary fibers, including the prevention of 

cardiovascular diseases and of certain types of cancer (particularly 

colon cancer). In reality, the typical North American diet is very 

low in fiber (10-15 g per day rather than the 30 to 40 g 

recommended) and the best way to fix this situation is to increase 

the consumption of plant-based foods, e.g. beans, cereals 

(especially whole grain), nuts, fruits and vegetables. 
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