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Natural Miracles: What Functional Foods Can Do for You? 
By Leila Kiani 

 

Introduction  

About 2,500 years ago Hippocrates had a profound idea: ñLet food be thy medicine and 

medicine be thy food.ò Now consumer interest following this idea supports a healthier 

life by choosing specific foods that provide additional benefits beyond their basic nutri-

tional needs. Potentially all foods have nutritional value, aroma and taste, but now people 

are looking for other physiological properties such as acting as an antioxidant, boosting 

the immune system, aiding digestion, and having anti-cancer properties. For example, 

shiitake, an edible mushroom that can be served fresh, cooked, dried, powdered and 

pickled, has many of these properties. 

 

Here is a breakdown of shiitakeôs nutritional value. You can see that shiitake is highly 

nutritional, along with the worth of its vitamins and minerals. However, this article will 

show you the many non-nutritional health benefitsðthat is benefits that enhance basic 

health such as heart, brain, and immune functionsðof an enormous variety of natural 

foods, including shiitake. 

 
Nutrients per Serving for Mushrooms, shiitake, dried (1).  
Amounts per 1 mushroom (4g)  

 

Food Energy 

Amounts Per Selected Serving %DV 

 Protein  0.3 g   

 Total Carbohydrate 2.6  g   

 Dietary Fiber 0.4 g   

 Folate 5.7 mcg   
 

Magnesium 4.6 mg   

 Phosphorus 10.3 mg   
 

 

 Potassium 53.7 mg   

Foods already have nutrients and energy for nourishing the body. Improving nutrition has 

played a necessary role for increasing life duration. The point of this article is that the 

effect of diet on a healthy life is much broader than just basic nutrients (2). 

Foods already have nutrients and energy for nourishing the body. Improving nutrition has 

played a necessary role for increasing life duration. The point of this article is that the 

effect of diet on a healthy life is much broader than just basic nutrients (2). 

Health benefits make some kind of foods ñFunctional Foods,ò which help you to gain a 

healthy body beyond the value of nutrition. Wellness is under the individualôs control 

through choosing good foods, and the easiest way to do this is by following the food 

pyramidôs recommendation. 
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This article focuses on functional 

effects of fruits and vegetables and 

what you add as spices or additives to 

foods. It also has a short summary of 

the benefits of other non-fruit and 

vegetable foods such as mushrooms 

and blue-green algae.  

Phytochemicals 

Research and development in food 

science is helping to identify many 

functional foods, because they can 

provide health benefits by reducing 

risk and enhancing the bodyôs ability 

to manage chronic disease; so quality 

of life will be improved with the help 

of science (3). 

There are many forms of functional food, but they are usually categorized in these two 

sections: 

 Conventional foods: They have bioactive components linked to positive health 

promotion and are mostly used by consumers. For instance, soy proteins or cran-

berries are powerful, health-enhancing conventional foods. 

 Fortified foods: They are used for specific reduction of disease or increasing 

health benefits by adding to a daily diet. Examples include calcium-fortified 

orange juice or eggs with increased levels of omega-3 fatty acids. 

So depending on the vitamin or mineral range necessary for each day, foods (conven-

tional or fortified) can be selected for maximum value. As you see in table 1, foods and 

isolated food components can reduce the risk of disease (3). 

Table 1: Example of Functional food components currently marketed (3). 

Functional 

Component 

Health Benefits US Regulatory Status of 

Claim 

Soluble Oat Fiber   
Soy Protein   

Calcium    
Folate-Enriched 

Foods 
  

 
United States Department of Agriculture  
http://www.mypyramid.gov/professionals/index.html  
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Cardiovascular disease and cancer are the first and
 
second causes of death in the United 

States and in most
 
industrialized countries. People who regularly eat fruit and vegetables

 

are at low risk of cancer, cardiovascular disease,
 
stroke, Alzheimerôs, and some of the 

functional
 
declines associated with aging. Prevention is a more effective strategy than 

treatment of chronic diseases (4). 

Table 2: Examples of Functional Components (5) 

Cartenoids 

Beta-carotene 

Lutein, Zeaxanthin 

Lycopene  

 

carrots, kale, tomatos 

 

 

maintain healthy cells 

 

Flavonoids 

Anthocyanins 

Flavanols 

Flavanones 

Flavonols 

Proanthocyanidins 

berries, tea, citrus fruits 

 

antioxidants, may help brain 

and heart, maintain cells 

Isothiocyanates 

Sulforaphane broccoli detoxification; antioxidants 

Minerals 

Calcium  

Magnesium 

Potassium 

spinach, potatoes 

may reduce osteoporosis 

and high blood pressure and 

help muscle & nerve func-

tion 

Phenolic Acids 

Caffeic acid, Ferulic acid apples, pears, coffee 
antioxidant; may help 

vision & heart 

Plant Stanols/Sterols 

Free Stanols/ 

Sterols 

Stanol/Sterol esters 

corn, wheat, fortified food 
may reduce coronary heart 

disease 

In addition to vitamins and minerals, fruits and vegetables contain a variety of biological 

metabolites that are named ñphytochemicalsò. These compounds have various biological 

effects, such as reducing the risk of some diseases (6). 

Table 3 shows some major components in fruits and vegetables that may enhance some 

food (as fortification). These active ingredients (as listed below) may control or prevent 

some diseases (5, 7, 12, 13 and 14): 
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I. Carotenoids 

II.  Isothiocyanates  

III.  Antioxidants (Phenolic acids) 

IV.  Flavonoids 

I. Carotenoids 

These ingredients are found in tomatoes and tomato products, chili sauce, seafood cock-

tail sauce, watermelon, pink grapefruit and other sources. Several studies have linked the 

consumption of tomatoes and tomato products with a decreased risk of these diseases: 

1. lung, bladder, cervix, skin, breast and colorectal cancers because of their anti-

oxidant and anti-proliferative properties. 

2. Cardiovascular disease, because they may inhibit cholesterol synthesis and 

enhance LDL (bad cholesterol) degradation.  

Studies have also shown that the processing of tomatoes and of tomato products, such as 

sauces, soups and juices, increases the bioavailability of lycopene (7). 

II.  Isothiocyanates  

The consumption of cruciferous vegetables has been asso-

ciated with a reduced risk of cancer of the lung, stomach, 

colon and rectum and also reduced risk of coronary heart 

disease. These vegetables include broccoli, cauliflower, 

kale, turnips, collards, brussel sprouts, cabbage, radish, 

turnip, and watercress. 

These effects have been attributed to their high concentra-

tion of glucosinolates. When chewing raw vegetables an 

enzyme (myrosinase) hydrolyses 

glucosinolates to isothiocyanates, 

(glucosinolates are precursors of isothiocyanates). 

Isothiocyanates can reduce poisonous effects of carcinogens and 

act by inhibition of cell proliferation and induction of apoptosis. 

Researchers at the Johns Hopkins University School of Medi-

cine in Baltimore studied the metabolism of isothiocyanates and 

found that they were about six times more bioavailable than 

glucosinolates. 

 

Broccoli is a ñsuperò food. A compound found in broccoli and 

broccoli sprouts (sulforaphane) has been shown to be more 

 
CelebrityDietDoctor  
http://www.celebritydiet
doctor.com/wp -
content/uploads/2007/05
/broccoli.jpg  

 
Just Hungry  
http://www.justhungry.com/im
ages/asparagus.jpg  

http://www.healingdaily.com/conditions/heart-disease.htm
http://www.healingdaily.com/conditions/heart-disease.htm
http://www.healingdaily.com/conditions/heart-disease.htm
http://www.healingdaily.com/detoxification-diet/sprouts.htm
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effective than modern antibiotics against the bacteria Helicobacter pylori, which causes 

peptic ulcers. Moreover, tests in mice show that the compound offers tremendous protec-

tion against stomach cancer (15). 

III.  Antioxidant vitamins  

Vitamin A, beta-carotene (a vitamin A derivative), vitamin 

C, and vitamin E are types of antioxidants which can help 

reduce oxidative damage done by free radicals in the body. 

Antioxidant vitamins may prevent or protect against cancer, 

cardiovascular disease, asthma, pulmonary function prob-

lems, diabetes and weight loss. They may also protect eye-

sight, help protect the brain, and promote gastrointestinal 

health. 

For instance there are many types of antioxidants in: 

fruits  

Á oranges  

Á grapefruits  

Á tangerines 

Á lemons 

Á limes  

Á papaya 

Á strawberries  

Á cantaloupe  

Á Mango 

Á Kiwi 

Á Apple 

Á Apricot 

Á Avocado 

vegetables  

Á tomatoes 

Á broccoli  

Á green and  

Á red bell peppers  

Á raw lettuce  

Á other leafy greens 

Á Spinach 

 
Lettuce  
Krieger's Health Foods Market  
http://www.kriegersmarket.com/im
ages/gr_link/lettuce_romaine.jpg  

 
Cornell University 
Cooperative Extension  
http://counties.cce.cornell.e
du/yates/squash%20j03137
89.jpg  

http://www.numarkpharmacists.com/hn/Food_Guide/Romaine_Lettuce.jp

