
What are functional foods?
Functional foods are foods that have health-

promoting benefits over and above their basic
nutritional value.  

If you take a look in any supermarket, you'll
see that they are packed with functional foods,
but how do they work, what are their health
benefits and what does all the jargon mean?
This fact sheet gives you the low-down.  

Probiotic foods
These foods contain large numbers of

naturally occurring live bacteria, such as
Lactobacillus sp, Bifidobacterium sp and

Lactococcus sp.  These bacteria
are often known as 'good
bacteria', and it is thought that
they help to maintain a healthy
digestive system and may also
help to strengthen your immune
system.  

You will also find 'live' or
'active' yogurts on supermarket
shelves. These products contain
live bacteria but they do not

always claim to contain any probiotic bacteria.
Probiotics can be found in some yogurts and

yogurt drinks, such as Yakult, Actimel, Müller
Vitality and Healthy Balance range, Petit Filous
Plus and Danone Activia®.  These probiotic
foods can be eaten at anytime of the day and
many people take them as part of their breakfast
routine.  There is no recommended dose for
these products, however the usual consumption
is one portion per day, and they are suitable for
adults and children. 

At present, there is only limited scientific
evidence to suggest that healthy people will
benefit from a regular intake of probiotics,
however many people report feeling better after
taking them.
Prebiotic foods

Prebiotics are carbohydrates that cannot be
broken down by your digestive system.  The
main types are inulin and fructo-
oligosaccharides (FOS).  They occur naturally in
some foods such as chicory, artichoke, leeks,
onions and asparagus.  Prebiotics help feed the
good bacteria already in your digestive system.
They can improve the health of your digestive
system and some scientists think that they may
help to strengthen your immune system.

You will find a number of foods containing
prebiotics on your supermarket shelves such as
Rice Krispies Muddles, Warburton's Healthy
Inside bread and Müller Vitality yogurts and
yogurt drinks.  There is no recommended dose
for these products and they can be eaten by
adults and children.*

There is a growing body of evidence on the
health benefits of prebiotics, however further
research is required to confirm the actual
amounts that are needed for optimal health.

Plant sterols and stanols
Plant sterols and stanols are clinically proven

to reduce the absorption of cholesterol from the
gut, resulting in a lowering of bad (LDL)
cholesterol.

Lowering bad (LDL) cholesterol can help to
keep your heart healthy.  

Plant sterols are found naturally in very small
amounts in fruits, vegetables, vegetable oils,
grains, nuts and seeds.  Stanols occur in even
smaller amounts in many of the same foods. 

If you want to lower your cholesterol level
through a healthy diet and lifestyle, and/or have
a strong family history of heart disease, you
may want to consider a food enriched with
stanols/sterols such as Benecol®, Danone
Danacol, Minicol and Flora pro.activ.  To obtain
optimal cholesterol lowering benefits, you
should follow the manufacturer's instructions on
recommended daily amounts.

However, aiming to be a healthy shape and
weight, being physically active and following a
healthy, balanced diet are also important and
can influence your blood
cholesterol in a beneficial way.  

These products can be used
by anyone following a
cholesterol-lowering diet.
However, such diets
including plant sterols and
stanols are not usually
recommended for children
under the age of five or for
pregnant or breastfeeding
women. See the BDA fact
sheets 'Cholesterol Facts'
and 'Eating for a healthy
heart' for more details.
*These products not recommended for
people taking immunosuppressant or antibiotic drugs, people who are
immunocompromised or who have short bowel syndrome.
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What Foods Influence my Blood
Cholesterol Levels?

We are all interested in improving our health
but there is still a great deal of confusion about
the role of cholesterol in our diets and in our
bodies.  We know that having a high blood
cholesterol level is bad for our heart, but how
does dietary cholesterol affect blood
cholesterol?  

This fact sheet will explore well-proven
strategies for lowering blood cholesterol levels
to help improve the heart health of the nation.*

What is Cholesterol?

In the body - Cholesterol is a waxy
substance that is essential within the body for
the normal function of our cells.  Cholesterol
provides a major component of the sheaths
(covers) that insulate our nerves, as well as
being the starting point for many hormones.
Cholesterol also plays a vital role in the way we
digest fat.  The liver produces most of the
cholesterol in our bodies, although many
tissues produce their own.

In food - Cholesterol appears exclusively in
animal products and is found in a number of
foods, such as shellfish, eggs, liver, kidney,
meat, dairy products and poultry.

Lowering Blood Cholesterol

Since the 1980s research has consistently
shown that the amount of saturates in the diet
is a major influence on blood cholesterol
levels.  The level of cholesterol in the diet is no
longer considered a priority when trying to
reduce blood cholesterol levels.  The section in
the next column on 'Foods to avoid when
reducing blood cholesterol levels' gives
examples of foods high in saturates.

Foods to Help Lower Blood
Cholesterol Levels

Evidence shows that some foods can
actively lower blood cholesterol.  However,
keeping a healthy shape, weight and being
physically active is just as important and will
also influence your blood cholesterol in a
positive way. 

Eating a balanced diet plus the foods listed
below may help to improve your blood
cholesterol and general heart health:

1. Eat more: 

wholegra ins
and foods high   in soluble fibre
such as pulses,

oats, fruits and vegetables

oily fish such as salmon,
mackerel, sardines.

2. Swap to healthier   fats/oils,
but use sparingly , such as
rapeseed or olive oil. 

3. If you are still struggling to
lower your cholesterol level
and/or have a strong family
history of heart disease, you 
may want to consider a food
fortified with Stanols/ Sterols
such as spreads and yogurts
(follow manufacturer’s
instructions).

Foods to Avoid When
Reducing Blood Cholesterol
Levels

There are certain foods that are high in
saturates to avoid, or limit, in your diet to help
reduce your blood cholesterol
levels.  

These include:

Pies and pastries

Sausages

Butter

Ghee

Lard / dripping

Cakes and biscuits made with
butter, lard or other saturated 
fat or hydrogenated vegetable
oil

Hard cheeses 

Cream
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There are many simple changes you can make to your diet to help keep your heart healthy. A heart-healthy diet

works in a number of ways. For example, it may help reduce cholesterol levels and lower blood pressure. Here

are some easy tips that can reduce your risk of heart disease.

Enjoy a Variety of Fruit and
Vegetables

Fruit and

vegetables are

packed with

vitamins, minerals

and other

substances that

help protect your

heart. They also

pack in fibre and most are virtually fat-free. 

Aim to fit in at least five portions of these foods

each day. If you find this difficult, try including a

glass of pure juice each morning

and eating fruit or

chopped

vegetables

for snacks.

General Tips for a Healthy Heart

� Go for a Mediterranean-style diet, with lots of 

vegetables and fruits along with fish and small 

amounts of lean meat.

� Include some wholegrain foods in your daily 

diet, for example, wholegrain cereals, bread, 

rice and pasta

� Watch out for trans-fats which can also raise 

your cholesterol levels, found in processed 

foods eg hard margarine, pastry, cakes and 

biscuits

� Skip the salt (see overleaf for practical advice)

� Keep your alcohol intake within sensible limits

� Stay Weight Wise 

(visit www.bdaweightwise.co.uk)

� Aim to be active every day

� Avoid smoking

Feast on Fish

The healthy oil found in

fish reduces your risk of

a heart attack in several

different ways. Eating more fish isn't difficult; it can

be as easy as having a salmon sandwich or

sardines on toast. Try to include the following

types of oil-rich fish in your diet once a week (and

don't forget the canned versions):

� Salmon

� Herring

� Sardines 

� Mackerel

� Pilchards

� Trout

� Kippers

� Tuna (fresh tuna only)

Focus on Fats
While all types of fat are high in calories, some fats

can also raise cholesterol levels. The main culprit is

saturated fat, and it's found in fatty meat, dairy

foods, cakes, pastries and palm oil. Easy

ways to reduce your intake of this

unhealthy fat include: 

� Make the change to reduced-fat 

dairy products, eg. semi-skimmed 

milk

� Use soft spreads made from vegetable 

oil, such as rapeseed or olive oil, rather

than choosing butter, and use sparingly

� Trim the fat from meat and the 

skin from chicken

� Limit your intake of fried fast food, 

meat products such as sausages, 

pies and streaky bacon

� Go for snacks which are low in 

saturated fat such as fruit, bread, nuts, 

seeds, low fat yogurt, vegetables and cereals

If you decide to make changes, begin slowly and try a

few suggestions first. You could start by snacking on a

piece of fruit at work instead of biscuits or trying semi-

skimmed milk in your drinks. By gradually including

more changes, your diet will help to keep your heart

healthy.

Fiona Hinton RD
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Dairy peptides
Dairy peptides are small proteins made from

milk, research has shown that they can help to
control blood pressure by working with the
body's natural mechanism for controlling blood
pressure.  They are found naturally in some
cheeses such as Dutch Gouda and mature
cheddar, but the amounts are too small to be
useful.  

AmealPeptideTM are special dairy peptides
that are added to some dairy drinks, such as
Flora pro.activ blood pressure mini drink, which
taken daily can help to control blood pressure as
part of a healthy diet.  Dairy peptides only lower
blood pressure when it is above normal and are
intended for use by people who have been give
diet and lifestyle advice to control their blood
pressure.  
They are not intended as a replacement for
blood pressure medications.  Dairy peptides are
a new innovation in the dietary management of
blood pressure and further research is
underway to confirm their role in controlling
blood pressure.
Omega-3 enriched foods

Eating a diet rich in omega-3 (or n-3) fats can
help keep you healthy.  Omega-3 fats are a type
of polyunsaturated fats, which are obtained
mainly from two sources - plants and fish.  
Plant omega-3
Name: Alpha-Linolenic Acid (ALA).  
Dietary Sources: Green leafy vegetables,
walnuts, linseeds, rapeseed, walnut, and soya
oils 
(Did you know pure vegetable oil, available in
most supermarkets, is often rapeseed oil?)
Long chain omega-3
Name: Eicospentaenoic acid (EPA) and
Docosahexaenoic acid (DHA)
Dietary Sources: Oily fish such as sardines,
mackerel, salmon and herring. 
Also found in some meats such as lamb or beef,
and butter made from animals fed on grass 
You can also buy omega-3 fish oil supplements.
Choose fish body oils or omega-3  supplements
rather than cod liver oils.
Our bodies use plant omega-3 (ALA) to
make EPA and DHA, but because this
process is not always very efficient, it is best
to include the fish sources of omega-3 in our
diets too.   

Health benefits of omega-3 fats:
Protect against heart disease and stroke
Vital for the healthy development of a 
baby's brain and eyes 
during pregnancy and the 
first 6-12 months of life
May reduce stiffness and 
pain in the joints of   
rheumatoid arthritis 
sufferers
May enhance  concentration
and learning in a very small
number of children

The current recommendation is that we
should all eat 450mg (0.45g) of omega-3 fats
per day, known as the recommended daily
intake (RDI).  This is equivalent to eating two
portions of fish per week, one of which should
be oily.   There are now many foods available
that have omega-3 fats added to them.   

For example St. Ivel Advance milk, Müller
Vitality yogurts and yogurt drinks, iQ3
Brainstorm cereal bars, with added EPA and
DHA, and Columbus Eggs which contain plant
omega-3.   Incorporating omega-3 fats into
everyday foods allows people who do not eat
enough oily fish or who do not like fish, to obtain
the health benefits of these fats.  The amounts
of omega-3 fats in each of the products varies,
so check on the label to find out how much of
the product you need to eat or drink to meet the
RDI.  The benefits of omega-3 fats are
optimised when intakes of trans fats are
reduced (see the BDA fact sheet on trans fats). 
Summary

In many cases, functional foods are
expensive and for some of them it is actually
possible to get the beneficial ingredients more
cheaply from a healthy diet.

Nevertheless, functional foods are convenient
for today's busy lifestyles and some can actually
bring about health benefits - but remember that
functional foods should be included as part of a
healthy diet and lifestyle, and never as a
substitute for one.  

You should not use a functional food as a
replacement for a prescribed medication and
you should never stop taking a prescribed
medication without seeking advice from your
GP, pharmacist or practice nurse.  

Nichola Gokool, RD
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