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This Month’s Focus: Antioxidants 
We hear about the benefits of antioxidants in foods and in dietary supplements, 
but what are they anyway, how do they work, and what advice can nutrition 
educators give to the people they serve about getting enough? The focus of this 
issue of Energize Newsletter for Nutrition Educators is on antioxidants and how 
to find them in real food. 

 

What’s an Antioxidant? – 
How can a nutrition educator 
describe in simple terms what an 
antioxidant does? How is it 
different or the same as a 
nutrient, a phytochemical, a 
flavonoid, or a whole host of 
words that consumers hear that 
are natural components of foods? 

Here is some scientific background to help you craft your own explanation. An 
antioxidant is a molecule that prevents other molecules from oxidizing. This so-
called “oxidation” is a chemical reaction that transfers electrons or hydrogen 
from a molecule. When this transfer occurs, free radicals are produced. They are 
“free” because they are missing the electron(s), which sends them out to rob 
other compounds to get these element(s) they need to be a “whole” molecule. 
With this action, they set up a harmful chain reaction within a cell, which can 
damage or kill it. Free radicals often damage the DNA of the cell, starting 
reactions that can lead to disease. Antioxidants protect the cell from harm by 
stopping the harmful chain reaction. They do this by removing the free radical 
compounds, and preventing other oxidation reactions. The way most of them do 
this is by being oxidized themselves. Because they prevent damage and death to 
cells, antioxidants have been studied for their roles in preventing cancer, heart 
disease, and other forms of disease. Some of the earliest antioxidants to be 
identified were vitamins A, C, and E. Others are minerals such as selenium and 
zinc. Still others are polyphenols such as resveratrol. 
 

How Are Antioxidant Levels Measured? The current industry standard for 
assessing the amount of antioxidants in food is called oxygen radical absorbance 
capacity, or ORAC. 
 

How Can We Get Enough Antioxidants in Our Diets? Although we typically think 
of fruits and vegetables as the best sources of antioxidants, other foods including 
legumes (dried beans), whole grains, herbs, nuts, eggs, cocoa, tea, and other 
foods contain a variety of antioxidants. Because there are thousands of different 
antioxidants, the best advice is to follow the 2010 Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans, eating minimally processed foods. In general, antioxidant levels are 
higher in fresh, raw, foods rather than cooked foods, because cooking exposes 
the food to oxygen. But that’s not always the case: lycopene in tomatoes is more 
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L to R – White Kidney, Cranberry and 
Flageolet beans. Used with permission from 

WSU Mount Vernon. 

available to the body in cooked form, such as tomato paste or canned tomatoes. Again, what nutrition educators have said 
all along – eat a variety of foods from all five food groups – will cover the bases. Antioxidant supplements provide little 
or no demonstrated benefit, according to the National Institutes of Health. For a list of 20 common foods with the highest 
levels of antioxidants, see www.webmd.com/food-recipes/20-common-foods-most-antioxidants?print=true. (Sources for 
information 
above: www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/antioxidants.html, http://nccam.nih.gov/health/antioxidants/introduction.htm.) 
 

Dried Beans to Prevent Cancer – A professor at Colorado State University (CSU) believes that the world’s staple crops 
such as wheat, potatoes, corn and especially legumes, may be important in cancer prevention. Studies by Henry 
Thompson, PhD, and his colleagues have found a connection between the consumption of legumes (including kidney 
beans and black beans) and the reduction of risk for breast cancer, largely because many varieties of dried beans are 
excellent sources of antioxidants. Combining his interest in nutrition and agriculture, he helped create Crops for Health, a 
trans-departmental working group at CSU that is looking at the food crops that might be vital in protecting against chronic 
disease. The working group includes staff in diverse departments such as pest management, nutrition, horticulture, and 
soil science. While he doesn’t encourage swearing off meat entirely, he recommends shifting diets more toward food 
families of staple crops. For CSU’s nifty diagram of plant food families, go to www.cropsforhealth.colostate.edu (Source: 
Henry J. Thompson, Cancer Prevention Laboratory, Department of Horticulture and Landscape Architecture, Colorado 
State University, henry.thompson@colostate.edu ) 
 

Dry Beans: A Local Approach to Nutritional Health and Horticulture – Springboarding from the 
work on dried beans by Henry Thompson (see the previous article), WSU plant scientist Carol 
Miles and family living educator Drew Betz brainstormed an interesting idea combining 
horticulture and nutrition education. Carol has worked for many years in Washington State 
helping western Washington farmers improve their crops of dry beans. Carol and Drew are now 
partnering to combine horticulture, nutrition, cooking, and local farmers’ crops. Drew’s current 
nutrition education program for low income families will be revised to include dry beans of high 

nutrient value as well as locally developed recipes. The recipes will be developed, tested, and 
demonstrated by the ethnically diverse population served in Whatcom, Skagit, and Snohomish 
counties. Ideally, the recipes will incorporate dry beans grown locally, which include cranberry 

beans, white kidney beans (cannellini beans), and flageolet (small beans with a hint of 
green common in Mediterranean countries). Carol currently works with commercial 
growers, primarily small farms, who produce legumes for sale at farmers’ markets, and who 
donate some of their bounty to local food banks. Although the project in in its beginning 
stages, Carol and Drew have high hopes that by consuming more legumes, particularly ones 
grown locally, the target population will enjoy an improved diet. (Source: Carol Miles, 
Associate Professor, Horticulturist, Department of Horticulture and Landscape 

Architecture, WSU Mount Vernon, 360-848-6150, milesc@wsu.edu or Drew Betz, Director, WSU Extension Whatcom 
County, 360-676-6736, betz@wsu.edu) 
 

IN THE MEDIA 
Local Chefs Showcase Recipes for Low-Cost Food – In November, Partnership for a Healthier America (PHA) held a high-
profile cooking contest at its Great American Family Dinner Challenge in Washington, DC. The organization asked James 
Beard Award-winning chefs to cook a healthy dinner that would appeal to families on the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly known as Food Stamps). The criteria: an entire meal that could be prepared in less 
than 30 minutes, cost less than $10, appeal to picky eaters…and be delicious. Seattle chef Maria Hines (from the 
restaurant Tilth, and James Beard Best Chef Northwest 2009) paired up with Tom Colicchio (Top Chef TV show 
personality) and won the challenge with her menu for Shredded Carrot, Apple & Raisin Salad with Buttermilk Dressing, 
Beef Stir Fry, and Panna Cotta with Orange Segments. To see their recipes, click on www.ahealthieramerica.org/dinner-
challenge-tom-colicchiomaria-hines. PHA was created in conjunction with First Lady Michelle Obama’s “Let’s Move” 
effort.  
 

Stats on the Working Poor – With the Occupy Wall Street protesters, the focus on “we are the 99%,” and the release of 
census information on income disparity between the very rich and the poor, some data have emerged that help shed light 
on the working poor. A record number of Americans – nearly half – have fallen into poverty or are classified as low 
income. The latest US Census data (2010) shows that 97.3 million Americans fall into the low-income category, generally 
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defined as earning between 100 and 199% of poverty. An additional 49.1 million (15%) of Americans fall below the 
poverty line and are counted as poor, the highest rate since 1993. Together, these two groups account for 48% of the US 
population. Interestingly, the share of working families who are low income has grown for three straight years to 31%, or 
10.2 million, the highest in more than a decade. Reasons for the increase appear to be a downward shift from middle class 
due to pay cuts, reduction in work hours, and involuntary part-time work. The inflation-adjusted average earnings for the 
bottom 20% of families have dropped from $16,788 in 1979 to under $15,000. In contrast, American families in the top 
5% have seen their income increase 64% to $313,000 or more. SNAP provides help for the working poor: about 41% of 
households on the program had income from working on a job. Locally, Washington State’s minimum wage has risen 
from $8.67 to $9.04 per hour because it indexed to the cost of living. The Federal rate is $7.25 an hour. 
(Sources: www.census.gov , www.census.gov/newsroom/releases/archives/income_wealth/cb11-157.html 
,www.workingpoorfamilies.org/ and Cunnyngham, KE, “State supplemental nutrition assistance program participation 
rates in 2009,” Mathematica Policy Research/USDA-FNS, December 2011) 
 

TOOLS OF THE TRADE 
New on ChooseMyPlate.gov: Super Tracker – Consumers can now use a state-of-the-art free online tool to keep track of 
their food intake and activity levels. USDA added a new section to its ChooseMyPlate website for people to personalize 
their goals in diet and exercise, and track their progress toward meeting them. The resource records the number of 
servings in each food group, provides individualized recommendations, charts physical activity, and measures progress. 
Try it yourself at https://www.choosemyplate.gov/SuperTracker/default.aspx. The release of the Super Tracker coincides 
with the current themed consumer message supporting the MyPlate icon: “Enjoy Your Food, But Eat Less.” This is the 
second of the three-month themes that are supported by more than 5,600 community organizations participating in the 
MyPlate Nutrition Communicators Network. That network of partners is open to anyone promoting the 2010 Dietary 
Guidelines for Americans and it encourages consistent messaging for the greatest impact on the public. To learn more or 
to join, go to http://www.choosemyplate.gov/partnerships/index.aspx  
 

New Website for Improvements in SNAP – In January, a new interactive website www.SNAPtohealth.org was launched 
with the aim of promoting interaction among a wide variety of people to make recommendations for improving nutrition 
in the SNAP Program. On the website, the public – SNAP recipients, nutrition educators, policy makers, researchers, and 
more – can post their suggestions. Launched by the Center for the Study of the Presidency and Congress, in collaboration 
with the Harvard School of Public Health, this virtual town hall will collect ideas for SNAP’s reauthorization in the 2012 
Farm Bill.  
 

DID YOU KNOW? 
Overweight passengers have caused the Washington State Ferry system to reduce the number of people it can carry on its 
vessels. Using data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the US Coast guard changed the estimate for the 
average weight of an adult passenger from 160 pounds to 185 pounds. The rising tide of obesity resulted in decreasing the 
number of users who can ride the ferries for safety reasons. The Coast Guard certifies vessels for stability, and too much 
weight from the same number of heavier passengers could make the ferry unstable. The new regulations mean that ferries 
that had a capacity of 2,000 passengers will now have a capacity of up to 1,782 passengers. 
 
 

EAT TOGETHER EAT BETTER – Family Meals Focus 
Because our readers have told us that Family Meals is a hot topic, in the May 2011 issue we began a small section on 
recent news relating to this topic and our long-standing signature program, Eat Together, Eat Better. 
 

Share Our Strength studied dinnertime among low-income families and found that they 
eat dinner together at home most nights of the week, and that making dinner from scratch is 
the most common preparation method. Most believe they can overcome obstacles to cooking 
healthy meals (price, time, and conflicting schedules), and four in five families say they are 

interested in learning more about cooking healthy meals. For the report, “It’s dinnertime: A report on low-income 
families’ efforts to plan, shop for and cook healthy meals,” released January 2012 by Share Our Strength’s Cooking 
Matters, go to www.strength.org/cmstudy. 

Used with permission from Share Our Strength’s 
Cooking Matters 
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