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				Introduction

				The power of the foods you eat to help you or hurt you is quite amazing. We’ve seen the health of patients improve dramatically when they break their junk-food habits and turn to healthful foods instead. And we know that when patients understand the importance of nutrition, they’re more likely to support a healthful diet.

				We want to help you feel healthier too, so we wrote Superfoods For Dummies, Pocket Edition, to show you which foods give you the most bang for your dietary buck — our superfoods. We think these foods are extra-special because they can improve your health and prevent disease, and we have the science to back these claims up. Most of our superfoods are easy to find, and you’ll be quite comfortable with them.

				So what’s in it for you? Maybe you want to be more energetic, lose or gain weight, reduce your cholesterol, or lower your blood pressure. No matter what your reason for being interested in superfoods, we know that once you feel the benefits, you’ll want to keep these superfoods in your diet for a lifetime — a very long and healthful lifetime.

				Icons Used in This Book

				This book uses icons — small graphics in the margins — to help you quickly recognize especially important information in the text. Here are the icons we use and what they mean:

				[image: missing image file] Any time you see this icon, you know the information that follows is so important that it’s worth reading more than once.

				[image: missing image file] This icon appears whenever an idea or item can save you time, money, or stress as you add superfoods to your diet.

				[image: missing image file] This icon flags information that highlights dangers to your health or well-being.

				Where to Go from Here

				You’ve got your minibook copy of Superfoods For Dummies, Pocket Edition — now what? This minibook is a reference, so if you’re ready to jump right in and find out what the best superfoods are, turn to Chapters 3 and 4. Or if you’re interested in incorporating superfoods into your diet, go straight to Chapter 2. Or heck, start with Chapter 1 and read the chapters in order . . . you rebel. If you want even more details on superfoods, from meal planning to growing your own, check out the full-size version of Superfoods For Dummies — simply head to your local book seller or go to www.dummies.com!

			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Appreciating the Ageless Wonders of Superfoods

				In This Chapter

				[image: arrow]  Discovering the healthy benefits of superfoods

				[image: arrow]  Unlocking anti-aging abilities

				People today typically eat for pleasure rather than for good nutrition. Unfortunately, there just aren’t many health benefits in most of the foods we eat for pleasure. If eating a candy bar could decrease your blood pressure or reduce your risk for cancer, we’d have one heck of a healthy population — but this just isn’t the case.

				One of the reasons people don’t choose healthier food is because they haven’t been educated on the health benefits of eating the good stuff. But read on, because in this chapter you find out how the foods you eat can affect — and even improve — your health.

				Understanding What Superfoods Are

				What are superfoods? Your body requires food for essential nutrients and energy. But some foods are better than others. Some foods are bad for your health, and eating them can raise your risk of certain diseases. In contrast, some foods are good for you because they give you the energy you need and a few nutrients. At the top of the heap are superfoods, which are rich in nutrients and natural substances that have been shown by research studies to improve your health and reduce your risk for disease.

				Disease is an impairment of health by a condition of the body or mind that causes dysfunction. Health is a condition of well-being free from disease. Eating foods that have poor nutritional value leads to malnutrition, which can cause dysfunction of the body and therefore is a form of disease. You need to eat foods that have the correct nutrients to help keep yourself in good health.

				Superfoods have been shown to be especially good for you because they’re rich in vitamins and minerals, plus they have extra compounds that have a positive impact on your health. These compounds may include good fats like omega-3 fatty acids and monounsaturated fats, a variety of phytochemicals (natural chemicals found in plants), and dietary fiber. All of our recommended superfoods have been involved in scientific studies that back up the health claims.

				Boosting Your Immune System

				As you may expect, superfoods are good immune system boosters, helping your body fight and prevent various diseases. Research on certain foods’ abilities to strengthen immune function, fight against heart disease, prevent cancer, and lower the risk of other inflammatory diseases has been increasing. Of course, cancer is much less common than colds and minor infections. Fortunately, superfoods can help with these everyday ailments, too. Here are two good examples:

				[image: check.png]Resveratrol, a compound found in red wine, has antiviral properties and can help prevent common cold viruses from taking hold in your body.

				[image: check.png]Garlic has been used as a natural antibiotic for more than a century. Louis Pasteur studied the use of garlic as an antibiotic and found that it killed bacteria in the lab.

				[image: missing image file] If you’re on any medications, see your doctor before you add high doses of garlic to your regimen. Garlic can interfere with certain medication functions.

				Helping Your Heart

				Your heart pumps about 2,000 gallons of blood throughout your body every day, but most people don’t appreciate that workload. Unfortunately, sometimes it takes a serious medical condition to become aware of your heart — by which time you may already have heart disease.

				Heart disease is the leading cause of death in men and women, so reducing risks should be a priority for both genders. Superfoods can help by tackling cholesterol (a fat-like substance that helps produce cell membranes and hormones) and triglycerides (a type of fat that makes up a portion of the cholesterol), believed to be major risk factors for cardiovascular disease.

				Superfoods work to keep your heart healthy and improve your ticker’s longevity without the potential side effects or expense of cholesterol-lowering prescription medications. They can really make a difference in your heart’s health. Here’s how:

				[image: check.png]Eating superfoods means you’re improving your overall diet and getting the vitamins and minerals you need every day — without extra calories. Too many extra calories cause elevations in triglycerides and an increased risk for heart disease.

				[image: check.png]Some superfoods, such as colorful fruits and vegetables, contain natural disease-fighting substances called flavonoids. These can reduce inflammation of your arteries, decrease your cholesterol, lower your blood pressure, and stimulate antioxidant activity.

				[image: check.png]Fish, nuts, and seeds contain healthful polyunsaturated fatty acids that keep your cholesterol in check. Fish oil (omega-3 fatty acids) is particularly super because it also helps regulate your heartbeat and blood pressure.

				[image: check.png]Fruits, vegetables, and oatmeal all contain dietary fiber that lowers cholesterol and helps keep you feeling full, which can prevent overeating, a risk factor for heart disease.

				Losing Weight

				More than 70 percent of the adult population in the United States is overweight, and a third of that population is obese. Overweight is defined as having a body mass index (BMI) over 25. Adults with a BMI over 30 are considered obese. Obesity is the second most preventable health risk, just behind smoking. It’s a problem worldwide and one that just keeps getting bigger (no pun intended).

				As with heart disease, poor eating and physical inactivity are largely responsible for weight gain. Weight loss isn’t easy, but for many people it’s necessary to restore and maintain good health. Eating superfoods can help you lose weight.

				Protecting Against Cancer

				Cancer is the second leading cause of death in the United States, just behind heart disease. Although many people believe that cancer is an uncontrollable health condition, evidence suggests otherwise. Some superfoods may help to prevent cancer and improve the well-being of cancer patients.

				[image: missing image file] Many superfoods have cancer-fighting properties. In general, you should seek those foods with the highest amounts of phytochemicals, fiber, and antioxidants. For example:

				[image: check.png]Lycopene, a phytochemical found in tomatoes, may reduce the risk of prostate cancer and other cancers, according to the American Cancer Society.

				[image: check.png]Berries contain phytochemicals that have been shown to help fight the development of cancer. These phytochemicals trigger antioxidant reactions that neutralize damage to your cells.

				[image: check.png]Red wine contains two polyphenols called catechins and resveratrol, both of which provide cancer protection by inhibiting the growth of cancer cells.

				[image: check.png] Broccoli contains a chemical that has been found to slow the progression of cancer cells, especially hormone-sensitive cancers such as breast and ovarian cancer.

				[image: check.png] Several studies support the theory that garlic and garlic extracts can reduce the risk of cancer.

				[image: check.png] Several beans (legumes) are great sources of fiber, which has been proved to help reduce inflammation in the colon and has been associated with a reduction of colon cancer.

				Improving Digestion

				Most people suffer digestive stress at one time or another. For example, constipation is common and can lead to abdominal bloating, hemorrhoids, and unnecessary pain. Indigestion or acid reflux (heartburn) is a common cause of emergency department visits and can lead to damage in the esophagus if not treated. Regularity of the digestive system is important for the proper metabolism of the foods you eat so they can be used by the body.

				[image: missing image file] One way to help your digestive system is to eat foods with lots of fiber. The average diet consists of about 10 grams of fiber a day — far less than the 25 to 40 grams per day that your body needs. Boost your fiber intake by adding superfood fruits, vegetables, nuts, grains, and legumes, such as the following, to your diet:

				[image: check.png]Almonds

				[image: check.png]Apples

				[image: check.png]Avocados

				[image: check.png]Black beans

				[image: check.png]Blueberries

				[image: check.png]Broccoli

				[image: check.png]Chia

				[image: check.png]Lentils

				[image: check.png]Lima beans

				[image: check.png]Oatmeal

				[image: check.png]Quinoa

				[image: check.png]Soy beans

				[image: missing image file] Water isn’t on our list of superfoods, but it’s a great addition to your diet to help some of the super-fiber foods work better. Drinking half your body weight (in ounces) of water each day helps counter the fluids that fiber absorbs. If you weigh 120 pounds, for example, you should aim to drink 60 ounces of water a day.

				Easing Inflammation

				When it comes to staying healthy, your body is always in a tug-of-war with detriments like pollution, unhealthy foods, smoke, too much alcohol, excessive sunlight, and even the side effects of fighting infections and digesting high-fat meals. Exposure to these things causes cell damage and inflammation (the body’s response to this damage, such as tissue swelling, redness, and triggering of the immune system). Chronic inflammation, or inflammation that happens over and over again, can lead to problems in the joints, heart, colon, and even skin.

				Your body works hard to fight inflammation and cell damage. You can give your body an edge by eating superfoods rich in antioxidants and prostaglandins, which we discuss in the following sections.

				
				 A fiber primer

				If you aren’t sure what fiber is and why it’s good for you, you’re not alone. Fiber is the part of plant foods (fruits, vegetables, grains) that can’t be broken down by your digestive system. Fiber is important for your health — it keeps your digestive system healthy and helps to control blood sugar levels.

				There are two types of fiber:

				[image: check.png] Insoluble fiber: This type of fiber doesn’t dissolve in water and cannot be digested. It absorbs water and bulks the stool to help regulate bowel movements. Insoluble fiber is found in grains and some vegetables.

				[image: check.png] Soluble fiber: This type of fiber dissolves in water, forming a gel-like substance that moves through the intestines. Found in fruits, vegetables, and legumes, soluble fiber is associated with lowering cholesterol and controlling blood sugar.

				A food is considered to have a high fiber content when it has more than 5 grams of fiber per serving.

				

				The role of antioxidants

				Antioxidants are natural substances, such as the compounds that give fruits and vegetables their colors, and vitamins like C and E, which fight cell damage. They work to fight inflammation by neutralizing free radicals in the body. Free radicals are unstable molecules that can travel throughout the body trying to take particles from healthy cells — a process that creates more free radicals. Free radicals damage cells, causing inflammation and starting a chain reaction in tissues as more and more cells become affected.

				Superfoods are packed with antioxidants that move through the body and stop the free radicals so they don’t damage healthy cells. Blueberries, broccoli, cranberries, green tea, pomegranates, and spinach are some superfoods that have the most powerful antioxidant properties.

				Fats and inflammation

				Your body makes chemicals called prostaglandins that contribute to starting or stopping inflammation reactions in your body (depending on the type of prostaglandins). Have you ever taken aspirin or ibuprofen for a headache? These medicines stop inflammation by blocking the prostaglandins.

				Some foods can increase the amount of inflammatory prostaglandins (the bad ones) and decrease the amount of anti-inflammatory prostaglandins (the good ones) in your body. Eating these foods increases inflammation in your body. Eating a diet high in saturated fat (a type of fat found in red meat) is a major cause of this prostaglandin imbalance and the resulting inflammation. Fortunately, superfoods combat that inflammation.

				Unlike saturated fats, unsaturated fats are good for the body. They come in two forms: polyunsaturated and monounsaturated.

				A type of polyunsaturated fat known as omega-3 fatty acids is especially good for you. Omega-3s have been found to reduce inflammation. Eating foods rich in omega-3 can help prevent heart disease, cancer, and arthritis.

				[image: missing image file] You have to get these fats from the foods you eat; your body can’t produce them. So if you don’t get enough from your diet, it’s important to take a quality supplement.

				Monounsaturated fat is also good for you. It’s the fat found in olive oil, and it may be one reason why people who eat Mediterranean diets tend to be very healthy.

				[image: missing image file] The following superfoods are packed with good poly- and monounsaturated fats and can help pump up your body’s anti-inflammatory defense system:

				[image: check.png]Fish and seafood contain lots of omega-3 fats.

				[image: check.png]Chia, walnuts, and flax seeds are great plant sources of omega-3s.

				[image: check.png]Avocados and olive oil are healthy mono-unsaturated fats.

				Aging Beautifully

				Superfoods do a lot of things, but trying to turn a frog into a prince may be pushing it. Offering some benefits that can help you live a longer and more vigorous life, however, is definitely within their call of duty.

				[image: missing image file] Eating superfoods helps you stay youthful, and the earlier you start with superfoods, the more age-defying benefits you can gain.

				Keeping that youthful glow

				The health and beauty sections of drugstores are stuffed with creams, lotions, cleansers, moisturizers, and makeup designed to minimize the signs of aging. But a diet that includes superfoods can do just as much — and even more — to keep your skin healthy and young-looking.

				The skin deals with so many different factors — sun, pollution, extreme weather, and other irritants — that it needs a continual supply of antioxidants to help protect it. Fortunately, superfoods are chock-full of many of the main nutrients your skin needs, including

				[image: check.png] Vitamins A, E, and C: These help protect the skin and are vital in repairing damaged skin. Common foods that contain high levels of these vitamins include carrots (vitamin A); nuts and seeds (vitamin E); spinach (vitamins A and E); and broccoli, strawberries, and oranges (vitamin C).

				[image: check.png]Zinc and selenium: Zinc is active in the synthesis of collagen. Pumpkin seeds are an excellent source of zinc, as are nuts and beans. Selenium exhibits antioxidant effects that have been found to reduce skin cancer. Selenium is found in fish and nuts.

				[image: check.png]Bioflavonoids: Bioflavonoids are the pigments found in the skins of colorful fruits and vegetables. These pigments contain concentrated antioxidants that are more powerful than vitamins. They help increase vitamin C levels and reduce destruction of collagen in the skin.

				[image: check.png]Alpha-lipoic acid (ALA): This is a fatty acid made by the body and found in foods such as broccoli and spinach. Although the body produces ALA, it doesn’t make nearly enough to be helpful for fighting disease and inflammation.

				Pumping up your pep

				When you feel a drop in your energy level or you’ve hit a midday slump, skip the coffee, chocolate, or “energy” drink, which may contain artificial stimulants and are usually high in sugar. Instead, go natural and use superfoods to put some pep in your step.

				Getting a natural boost of energy is important not only for getting through your daily routine, but also for summoning extra energy to tackle your exercise program or other activities. When you use the right foods and eat small meals throughout the day, you can ramp up your metabolism and get that extra energy you need.

				[image: missing image file] If you’re on the go and can’t find the time to grab a healthy meal, these superfoods can be a great option:

				[image: check.png]Goji berries: Rich in antioxidants, goji berries help boost energy and enhance your mood.

				[image: check.png]Green tea: The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition found that green tea’s effect on energy was similar to that of caffeine.

				[image: check.png]Chia seeds: Chia seeds can absorb ten times their weight and are slow to digest, offering sustained energy for several hours. You can add chia seeds to protein shakes or other meals to get sustained energy throughout the day.

				[image: check.png]Quinoa: This protein-rich seed, though considered a grain, is actually a leafy plant that’s related to spinach and beets, and it can give you a power punch.

				Seeing — and believing

				Many bodily functions change with age, and vision is no exception. Many people develop the need for some type of visual correction as they grow older. Just like other age-related conditions that can be alleviated by superfoods, the eyes can be aided by the following superfood constituents:

				[image: check.png]Beta carotene: You’ve probably heard that eating carrots is supposed to help improve your vision and reduce your risk for macular degeneration, a progressive disease of the retina that affects the light-sensing cells, causing blurring or blind spots in your central vision. That’s because carrots contain a lot of beta carotene, a precursor to vitamin A. Beta carotene is virtually a staple ingredient in vision-related nutritional supplements.

				[image: check.png]Acanthocyanins: These are bioflavonoids that give color to the skin of fruits and veggies. Their antioxidant properties help protect not only your eyes, but other organ systems as well.

				[image: check.png]Lutein: Lutein is concentrated in your retinas. Carrots have high levels of lutein. Other good sources are broccoli, spinach, kale, and orange and yellow fruits.

				[image: check.png]Omega-3 fatty acids: Omega-3s protect the light-sensing cells in your eyes. Eating fish and other foods that contain omega-3s can reduce the risk of developing macular degeneration and cataracts.
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