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e DNA of antio:

Howthey prowde nutritional beneflts and which foods a‘re

the best sources ByKarenAnsel, MS,RD

HARDLY A WEEK GOES
by without news of
antioxidants’ health-
promoting beheﬁrs i
Experts believe these

“nutritional substances

may help preverlf heart
disease, ﬁght'cerrain
cancers, ward off de-
mentia, and even slow
certainaging processes i
There are thousands of
anmoxrdants found in
fruits, vegetablés ¥
whole grains, nuts, le-
gumes, meats, poultry,

-and ﬁsh Even foods. -

oncenot known for be-
ing especrally health— ;

‘ful suchas chocolate
: coffee and red wine,

are now recogmzed as
potent dehvery Sys-
terns for beneﬁc1a1
antroxrdants However

covered (so far there are
mor han 4 ooo known

: “ox1dlzed”) they lose an

Read on as we sim-
plify the latest science
toanswer those ques-
tions for you.

Antioxidantsio1

' We need oxygen tolive.
It travels from the o
lungs to every corner of

. the body; helpmg cells

metabohze food mto
energy But oxygen has

.a downside. Normally,

the moleculesin our.

:cells have a full set of

electrons, which keep
them stable (think of

.themasa fortres‘s sur-
rounding a castle). But
 when these molecules
come into contact with

oxygen (i.e., they. are.

electron convertmg to‘
an unstable type of '

oxidantscanb
manufactured by your
‘body; others must
obtamed from fi
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Sorting out food
sources

To measure a food’s
antioxidant content,
scientists testitina
lab, where they usu-
ally measure equal
quantities of each food
they test. However,
that amount may not
be close to the serving
size we usually eat.
Realizing this, many—
but not all—research-
ers convert their
findings to common
portion sizes before
publishing the results
of their work. That’s
one reason why Mon-
day’s health news may
place blueberries on
top of the antioxidant
heap, while Thurs-
day’s may claim broc-
coli contains the
highest levels of the
compounds.

Also, several kinds
of tests are used to
measure a food’s anti
oxidant power,
another reason for th
multiplicity of find-
ings. The most popu
lar testis Oxygen
Radical Absorbance
Capacity (ORA

most common free
radical in human
plasma, the per-
oxylradical.,
ORAC is a help-
ful starting point
to guide consum-
ers to foods that
arerich in antioxi-
dants as part of a diet -
that contains many
different antioxidant-
rich foods, especially i
sincenew antioiidaﬂﬁé '
are being discovered
all the time. But most
nutrition researchers’
view antioxidant-
counting surveys criti-
cally. How a food :
behaves in a test tube
is one thing; how'it
behaves in our bodies
is another. :
“We don’t know as
much about what,
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Eating for optimal
nutrition
When it comes to
dietary antioxidants,
variety and timing are
the key points.
Experts agree—
while there’s no for-
mal recommendation
for the amount of an-
tioxidants we need—
the best way to obtain
thém is from a varied
diet. The reason? Anti-
oxidants work syner-
gistically and may
provide a greater bene-
fit together than they
do individually. Con-
sider a recent European
Journal of Clinical Nutri-
tion study that found
the total antioxidants
in a person’s diet had
a more substantial im-
pact on plasma beta-
carotene levels than
the amount of beta-
carotene in a person’s
diet. Researchers sur-
mise other antioxi-
dants pitchin to
“spare” beta-carotene
so it can work harder
when it's needed. The
same is true for other
antioxidant vitamins.
By consuming antioxi-
dant-rich foods, you
end up protecting or
recycling compounds
likevitamins Cand E,
increasing their levels
so they’re more avail-
able to function.
Unlike many other
nutrientsjy you can’t
store antioxidants, so
you have to keep re-
plenishing the supply.
“The important thing
is getting antioxi-
dants throughout the

day and keepinglevels. .

‘high because they go
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down very quickly,”
Vinson says. Even
small amounts can
provide significant
benefits. When Ger-
man researchers
recently looked at the
impact of small
amounts of polyphe-
nols in dark chocolate
on blood pressure,
they found that just
0.2 ounces of dark
chocolate shaved three
systolic points and
two diastolic points
off hypertensive sub-
jects’ blood pressure.
As for supplements?
Experts aren’tas
enthusiastic. Supple-
ments are not
substitutes for a
healthy diet. “People
tend to focus on a sin-
gle nutrient because
that’s what research
may be highlighting,”

says Jeffery Blumberg,
PhD, director of the
Antioxidants Research
Laboratory at Tufts
University. “But the
benefits of eating lots
of fruits, vegetables,
and whole grains can’t
be overemphasized.
You need to have
diversity in your diet,
and there is no pill
that provides itall.”
The unknowns
about antioxidants
provide another rea-
son to focus on food
sources. “Because
the science of nutri-
tion is still evolving,
we have to accept that
everything thereis to
know isn’t known,” /
Stokes says. “Until
then, just eat health-
ful whole foods.”

“You need to have
diversity in your

diet, and there

isno pill that
provides it all.

”
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The ABCs of antioxidants
Although scientists speculate that many antioxidants are as yet undiscovered,
others are increasingly well known. Below are antioxidants you may have read
about; they're categorized by family of associated compounds and listed with

some of their most common food sources.

Carotenoids

* Beta-carotene
Orange/yellow fruits
and vegetables (carrots,
cantaloupe); dark leafy
g;eens (spinach, kale)

* Lycopene
Red-fleshed fruits
and vegetables (water-
melon, tomato)

* Lutein/Zeaxanthin
Romaine lettuce, dark
leafy greens, citrus
fruits, corn, egg yolks

Flavonoids

« Anthocyanidins
Berries, grapes, wine

« Catechins
Tea, cocoa

« Flavonols
Tea, cocoa, coffee,
berries, grapes, apples,
wine

« Flavonones
Citrus fruits

* Isoflavones/Phytoes-
trogens (daidzein,
equol, enterolac'tone,
genistein)
Soybeans, whole
wheat, flaxseed

* Quercetin
Apples, tea, capers,
citrus fruits

Organosulfurs

Cabbages, Brussels
sprouts, cauliflower

Selenium

Brazil nuts, red meat,
tuna

Sulfides

Onions, garlic, leeks,
chives

Vitamin C

Citrus fruits, bell pep-
pers, broccoli, kiwifruit

Vitamin E
(tocopherols)
Wheat germ, mono-
unsaturated oils (sun-
flower oil, safflower oil),
tree nuts (almonds,
hazelnuts), peanuts

Vetting antioxidant tests

Many over-the-counter tests claim to evalu-
ate aperson's free radical levels by measur-
ing by-products of free radical metabolism
via a urine sample. However, assessing anti-
oxidant status isn't that simple. No single test
will provide the total picture of what antioxi-
dants may be busy doing inside your body.
"What you want to measure is antioxidant
concentration in a localized part of the body,
like the surface of your arteries where antiox-
idants help neutralize free radicals, which
accelerate atherosclerosis [hardening of the
arteries],” Vinson says. A simpler insurance
policy? Following U.S. Dietary Guidelines,
which recommend a minimum of four-and-a-
half cups of produce and three ounces of
whole grains each day. “If you're eating a var-
ied diet with lots of fruits and vegetables,
you're getting enough,” Vinson says. &

Karen Ansel, MS, RD, is a freelance writer and
registered dietitian in Long Island, New York.




