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    WHAT IS A SUPER FOOD?


Super food is a term often exploited by food manufacturers to make products seem more nutritious than they actually are. Sometimes these products lack the scientific evidence to support their alleged health benefits and are no more than fads. This is a shame. Marketing hype aside, there is hard scientific research to show that some foods contain exceptional levels of nutrients that promote good health and protect the human body against disease. These are the super foods I have focused on in this book.

Finding a standard measure of what constitutes a super food is, however, complicated. A number of rating systems have been developed around the world that rank foods according to their nutrient density—the measure of nutrients per calorie. The problem is that these systems are not consistent. For example, some use different sets of essential nutrients as the basis for the rating. What’s more, nutrient density is not the only important factor. For example, there are thousands of phytochemicals that appear to have the potential to protect against a range of diseases, but these are not included in nutrient density measures because they have not been established as essential for bodily function.

After researching various rating systems, I have devised my own list of powerhouse foods (see this page to this page) that contain exceptionally high levels of vitamins, phytochemicals, and other nutrients that are strongly associated with good health and reduced risk of chronic disease. The super foods that appear on this list are set in boldface in each recipe’s ingredients list so that they can be identified easily. Some ingredients found in the recipes—such as nut milks, wakame, tahini, and miso—are also set in boldface because they are forms of super foods.

The list is by no means exhaustive, but provides a cross-section of super foods in different food groups to help you load your diet with as much goodness as possible.

    

    SUPER FOODS 101

ANTIOXIDANTS


[image: Antioxidants]

Fruits, vegetables, and grains are the richest sources.



          


Chemicals that block the activity of free radicals.



          


Protect cells from damage.



CAROTENOIDS


[image: Carotenoids]

Carotenoids give carrots, squash, and other fruits and vegetables their orange color.



          


A group of phytochemicals that includes carotene, beta-carotene, and lycopene.



          


Powerful antioxidants.



FLAVONOIDS


[image: Flavonoids]

Found in berries, tree fruits, nuts, beans, and vegetables, among others.



          


A large group of phytochemicals.



          


Linked to longevity and reduced risk of heart disease. Powerful antioxidants.



FOLATE


[image: Folate]

Particularly high levels in dark green leafy vegetables.



          


A type of vitamin B, also known as folic acid.



          


Vital for growth.



FREE RADICALS


Formed naturally in the body, also in the environment: for example cigarette smoke and pollution.



          


Reactive chemicals that have the potential to damage cells.



          


Can lead to age-related conditions like cancer, diabetes, and heart disease.



Knowing the common nutritional terms listed here will make it easier to understand the benefits of super foods.

GLUCOSINOLATES


[image: Glucosinolates]

Found in cruciferous vegetables like arugula, bok choy, cabbage, kale, and watercress.



          


Sulfur-containing chemicals.



          


Thought to inhibit the development of some cancers.



LYCOP ENES


[image: Lycop Enes]

Found in fruits and vegetables such as tomatoes and pink grapefruit.



          


A group of phytochemicals that belong to the family of carotenoids.



          


Powerful antioxidants.



PHYTOCHEMICALS


[image: Phytochemicals]

Nonessential plant-based nutrients with disease protective and preventative properties.



          


Certain types referred to as antioxidants, flavonoids, carotenoids, and polyphenols.



          


May protect against cancer; also linked to lower blood pressure, improved vision, and lower cholesterol.



VITAMIN A


[image: Vitamin A]

A broad group of nutrients that includes retinoids (from animals) and carotenoids (from plants).



          


In this book, vitamin A refers to all the combined forms contained in a food.



          


May protect against cancer; also works as an anti-inflammatory.



VITAMIN C


[image: Vitamin C]

One of the best-known antioxidants.



VITAMIN E


[image: Vitamin E]

A generic term for a family of nutrients with powerful antioxidant benefits.



VITAMIN K


[image: Vitamin K]

Well known for its role in helping blood to clot; also promotes bone strengthening.



    

    SUPER FOODS GLOSSARY

The following list of super foods is drawn from sources including the ANDI (Aggregate Nutrient Density Index) system, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s index of fruits and vegetables ranked by nutrient density1, and the 100 richest dietary sources of antioxidants as published in the European Journal of Clinical Nutrition2. Some additional foods identified as having particular health benefits are included. These foods are listed in no particular order.



	GREEN VEGETABLES
	KEY NUTRIENTS AND POTENTIAL HEALTH BENEFITS



	[image: Mustard Greens]
	mustard greens
	Vitamins K, A, and C
Lowers cholesterol; cancer protection



	[image: Turnip Greens]
	turnip greens
	Vitamins K, A, C, and folate, calcium, flavonoids
Protects against cancer and cardiovascular problems; anti-inflammatory



	[image: Collard Greens]
	collard greens
	Vitamins K, A, and C, manganese
Protects against cancer and cardiovascular problems; lowers cholesterol; anti-inflammatory



	[image: Beet Greens]
	beet greens
	Vitamins K, A, and C, calcium, magnesium
Eye health; comprehensive nourishment



	[image: Watercress]
	watercress
	Vitamins K, C, and A
Protects against cancer, osteoporosis, and Alzheimer’s disease



	[image: Kale]
	kale
	Vitamins K, A, and C, manganese, glucosinolates, flavonoids
Lowers cholesterol; cancer protection; anti-inflammatory



	[image: Swiss Chard]
	Swiss chard
	Vitamins K, A, and C, magnesium, flavonoids
Anti-inflammatory; regulates blood sugar; cancer protection; supports bone health



	[image: Bok Choy]
	bok choy
	Vitamins K, C, and A, potassium, glucosinolates
Cancer protection; anti-inflammatory



	[image: Cabbage]
	cabbage
	Vitamins K, C, and B6, glucosinolates
Cancer protection; anti-inflammatory; lowers cholesterol



	[image: Spinach]
	spinach
	Vitamins K and A, folate, manganese, carotenoids
Protects against cancer, anti-inflammatory; supports bone health



	[image: Belgian Endive]
	Belgian endive
	Vitamins K, A, and C, folate
Protects against cancer; supports digestive health; lowers cholesterol



	[image: Arugula]
	arugula
	Vitamins K, A, and C, folate, carotenoids
Cancer protection



	[image: Lettuce]
	romaine lettuce
	Vitamins K and A, folate, flavonoids, carotenoids
Protects against cardiovascular problems; lowers cholesterol



	OTHER VEGETABLES
	KEY NUTRIENTS AND POTENTIAL HEALTH BENEFITS



	[image: Radishes]
	radishes
	Vitamin C, carotenoids
Protects against cancer; anti-inflammatory; boosts immunity



	[image: Turnips]
	turnips
	Vitamin C
Protects against cancer; anti-inflammatory; boosts immunity



	[image: Artichoke Hearts]
	artichoke hearts
	Vitamins C and K, folate, fiber
Lowers cholesterol; anti-inflammatory; supports digestive health



	[image: Carrots]
	carrots
	Vitamins A, K, and B7, carotenoids
Protects against cardiovascular disease and cancer; supports eye health



	[image: Acorn Squash]
	acorn squash
	Vitamins A, C, and B6, fiber, carotenoids
Anti-inflammatory; regulates blood sugar; protects against heart disease and cancer



	[image: Red, Yellow, and Orange Bell Peppers]
	red, yellow, and orange bell peppers
	Vitamins C, B6, and A, flavonoids, carotenoids
Regulates blood sugar; protects against heart disease and cancer



	[image: Cauliflower]
	cauliflower
	Vitamins C and K, folate
Protects against heart disease and cancer; anti-inflammatory; supports digestive health



	[image: Rutabaga]
	rutabaga
	Vitamin C, potassium, carotenoids, fiber
Protects against cancer, heart disease, and bone disease; supports digestive health



	NUTS AND SEEDS
	KEY NUTRIENTS AND POTENTIAL HEALTH BENEFITS



	[image: Flaxseeds]
	flaxseeds
	Omega-3 fatty acids, fiber
Protects against cancer and heart disease; lowers cholesterol; supports digestive health; eases post-menopausal symptoms



	[image: Pecans]
	pecans
	Vitamin E, B group vitamins, manganese, copper, carotenoids, fiber
Lowers cholesterol; protects against heart disease, cancer, and infection; promotes healthy skin



	[image: Chestnuts]
	chestnuts
	Vitamin C, B group vitamins, copper, manganese, fiber
Protects against heart disease; lowers cholesterol; supports bone health



	[image: Hazelnuts]
	hazelnuts
	Vitamin E, B group vitamins, manganese, copper, fiber
Protects against heart disease and cancer; lowers cholesterol; promotes healthy skin



	[image: Sesame Seeds]
	sesame seeds
	Copper, manganese, calcium
Relief for rheumatoid arthritis; supports vascular, respiratory, and bone health; protects against cancer and osteoporosis



	[image: Sunflower Seeds]
	sunflower seeds
	Vitamin E, B group vitamins, copper, manganese, selenium
Lowers cholesterol, prevents heart disease, reduces blood sugar levels



	[image: Peanuts]
	peanuts
	B group vitamins, copper, manganese, flavonoids
Protects against heart disease, stroke, cancer, and Alzheimer’s disease



	[image: Chia Seeds]
	chia seeds
	Omega-3 fatty acids, manganese, calcium, phosphorous, fiber
Limited research, but may support cardiovascular health



	FRUITS
	KEY NUTRIENTS AND POTENTIAL HEALTH BENEFITS



	[image: Cranberries]
	cranberries
	Vitamin C, flavonoids, other phytochemicals, fiber
Protects against urinary tract infection, cardiovascular disease, and cell damage; anti-inflammatory



	[image: Blackberries]
	blackberries
	Vitamins C and K, folate, manganese, flavonoids, fiber
Protects against cancer and premature aging; regulates blood sugar; anti-inflammatory



	[image: Strawberries]
	strawberries
	Vitamin C, manganese, flavonoids, phytochemicals, fiber
Protects against heart disease and cancer; regulates blood sugar; anti-inflammatory



	[image: Raspberries]
	raspberries
	Vitamin C, manganese, flavonoids, phytochemicals, fiber
Protects against cancer; regulates blood sugar; supports weight loss



	[image: Blueberries]
	blueberries
	Vitamins K and C, manganese, flavonoids
Protects against cardiovascular disease, cancer, and memory loss; supports eye health; regulates blood sugar



	[image: Pink and Red Grapefruits Lemons, Limes]
	pink and red grapefruits, lemons, limes
	Vitamin C, lycopene (pink and red grapefruit only), flavonoids
Protects against cancer, rheumatoid arthritis, and cell damage; supports the immune system; anti-inflammatory



	[image: Oranges]
	oranges
	Vitamin C, flavonoids, fiber
Lowers cholesterol; protects against cancer, heart disease, and rheumatoid arthritis; supports immune system



	[image: Sweet Cherries]
	sweet cherries
	Vitamins A and C, flavonoids, phytochemicals
Protects against cancer and cardiovascular disease; anti-inflammatory; calms nervous system



	[image: Plums]
	plums
	Vitamin C, flavonoids, phytochemicals
Protects against cell damage; regulates blood sugar; supports weight loss; improves iron absorption



	[image: Black Elderberries]
	black elderberries
	Vitamins C and A
Protects against cancer; antiviral; promotes good circulation



	[image: Aronia Berries]
	aronia berries
	Vitamin C, carotenoids, flavonoids
Protects against cancer, premature aging, and neurological disease



	[image: Tomatoes]
	tomatoes
	Vitamin C, B group vitamins, flavonoids, carotenoids
Protects against cardiovascular disease and cancer; supports bone health; lowers cholesterol; supports weight loss



	[image: Goji Berries]
	goji berries
	Vitamins C and B2, selenium, iron, carotenoids, fiber
Limited research but may offer cancer protection and supports the immune system; anti-inflammatory



	[image: Açai Berries]
	açai berries
	Vitamin A, flavonoids, and other phytochemicals
Limited research but, like other dark berries, may protect against cardiovascular disease and support weight loss



	BEANS
	KEY NUTRIENTS AND POTENTIAL HEALTH BENEFITS



	[image: Pinto, Kidney, and Red Beans; Lentils]
	pinto, kidney, and red beans; lentils
	Molybdenum (essential mineral), folate, fiber
Lowers cholesterol; regulates blood sugar, protects against heart disease



	[image: Tofu, Edamame, and Soy Milk]
	tofu, edamame, and soy milk
	Protein, iron, magnesium, calcium
Protects against cancer and heart disease; promotes bone health



	OTHER
	KEY NUTRIENTS AND POTENTIAL HEALTH BENEFITS



	[image: Maca Powder]
	maca powder
	Vitamin C, B group vitamins, minerals, phytochemicals
Limited research, but said to boost energy and support hormone balance



	[image: Cocoa Powder]
	cocoa powder
	B group vitamins, minerals, flavonoids
Antidepressant; mild stimulant; reduces risk of stroke and heart attack; aids weight loss



	[image: Mackerel]
	mackerel
	Vitamin D, B group vitamins, selenium, omega-3 fatty acids
Protects against cardiovascular disease and cancer; protects joints and promotes eye health



	[image: Salmon]
	salmon
	Vitamin D, B group vitamins, omega-3 fatty acids
Reduces risk of heart disease; lowers cholesterol; anti-inflammatory; reduces blood pressure



	[image: Seaweed]
	seaweed
	Vitamin C, iodine, minerals, phytochemicals
Anti-inflammatory; lowers cholesterol; protects against cancer



	[image: Basil]
	basil
	Vitamin K, flavonoids
Regulates blood sugar; lowers cholesterol; antibacterial



	[image: Coriander Seeds and Cilantro]
	coriander seeds and cilantro
	Vitamin K, flavonoids, other phytochemicals
Regulates blood sugar; lowers cholesterol; antibacterial




 

 

1 Di Noia J., “Defining Powerhouse Fruits and Vegetables: A Nutrient Density Approach,” Preventing Chronic Disease; June 11, 2014.

2 J. Pérez-Jiménez, V. Neveu, F. Vos, and A. Scalbert, “Identification of the 100 richest dietary sources of polyphenols: an application of the Phenol-Explorer database,” European Journal of Clinical Nutrition 64, S112–S120; November 2010.

    

    VITAMINS IN SUPER FOODS

Use the information below to identify which super foods are the best sources for key vitamins3.

Vitamin C

          


Strawberries, raspberries, blueberries, cranberries, citrus fruits and juices, broccoli, cauliflower, and red bell peppers

[image: Vitamin C]



    

    
Vitamin E

          


Hazelnuts, peanuts, sunflower seeds, spinach, and broccoli

[image: Vitamin E]



    

    

    
Vitamin K

          


Kale, spinach, turnip greens, collard greens, Swiss chard, mustard greens, romaine, broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage, and fish

[image: Vitamin K]




    

    
Vitamin A

          


Salmon, green leafy vegetables, broccoli, carrots, and squash

[image: Vitamin A]



    

 

 

3 WHFoods.org and the George Mateljan Foundation; U.S. National Institutes of Health.
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