
P
ro
ce
ed
in
gs

o
f
th
e
N
u
tr
it
io
n
So

ci
et
y

Irish Section Meeting, 17–19 June 2015, Nutrition at key life stages: new findings, new approaches

Eat your vegetables! Dietary fibre intakes and stool hardness in picky
eaters
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Constipation is a common condition in childhood, affecting up to 30 % of school age children in the UK(1). For many children, the
causes are not well understood; however, low intakes of fibre, and of fruits and vegetables, may be risk factors(2). Further, fibre sup-
plements have been shown to be effective in children with chronic constipation(3). It has been suggested that constipation may be asso-
ciated with picky eating(4), which is characterised by an unwillingness to eat familiar foods or to try new foods, as well as strong food
preferences(5). A reduction in vegetable intakes in children who are picky eaters has been noted previously(6; 7), but the effect of picky
eating on dietary fibre intake and stool hardness is unknown. The aims of the study were: (1) to determine the dietary fibre intake and
the relative contribution from vegetables in children age 3 years enrolled in the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children
(ALSPAC) who were identified as picky eaters compared with those who were not picky eaters; (2) to investigate whether any differ-
ence in dietary fibre intake between the two groups was reflected in usual stool hardness.

Picky eating was identified from a postal self-completion questionnaire completed by the primary caregiver at 38 months, indicating
whether the child was ‘Yes, very choosy’ in response to the question ‘Does your child have definite likes and dislikes as far as food is
concerned?’. Dietary intake was assessed at 43 months with a 3-day food record. Stool type was assessed using a questionnaire item
completed by the caregiver at 42 months, indicating the usual hardness of the child’s stools.

Dietary fibre intake was significantly lower in children who were picky eaters than non-picky eaters (mean difference for non-starch
polysaccharide (NSP) fibre –1·5 (95 % CI –2·2, –0·9) g/day, p < 0·001). In an adjusted regression model, picky eating was strongly
associated with dietary fibre intake (β –1·35 (95 % CI –1·94, –0·76) g/day, p < 0·001). Children who were picky eaters had a
lower percentage of fibre from vegetables (7·8 (95 % CI 6·1, 9·4)%) compared with non-picky eaters (12·6 (95% CI 11·6, 13·6)%,
p < 0·001). Picky eating was significantly associated with usually having hard stools (chi-square test, p < 0·002). In an adjusted multi-
nomial model, the association between picky eating and hard stool was attenuated when dietary fibre was included in the model, sug-
gesting that fibre mediated the association.

Picky eating in 3-year-old children was associated with an increased prevalence of usually having hard stools. This association was
mediated by the low dietary fibre intake of picky eaters. For children with picky eating behaviour, dietary advice aimed at increasing
fibre intake may help avoid hard stools.
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