Essay #3- Functional Food
Who knew delicious cookies could be so nutritious!?

At 7 grams of fat, 160mg of sodium, 25 grams of carbohydrates and 14 grams of sugar, Oreo cookies are the epitome of junk food (Nabisco). Those looking to make smarter, more nutritious choices, however, thought they had found a solution with WhoNu, a new line of health-conscious cookies whose advertisements promise “as much vitamin A as an 8 oz. glass of tomato juice” yet still had the classic creamy crunch of an Oreo (Suncore Products). But the commercials neglect to mention one important detail: though a serving of WhoNu cookies includes a wide array of vitamins and minerals, when compared side-by-side with Oreos, a serving of WhoNu chocolate cream cookies has almost the exact same nutrition information as a serving of Oreos.


Why are consumers falling for this? What makes consumers so willing to buy into the unlikely idea that a serving of cookies may be just as healthy as a bowl of spinach? The WhoNu cookie scenario is not unique—many food companies, including Dannon, Kellogg and Glaceau, are exaggerating their products’ health benefits in order to lure in consumers. These seemingly healthy foods are called functional foods, and the Nutrition Business Journal estimates in 2009, Americans spent $37.3 Billion on them (Singer). Talk about food for thought!


As functional foods gain a larger and larger presence on grocery store shelves, society is losing touch with the true dietary value of many of the foods they snack on each day. In a time dominated by big corporations and flashy advertising, we need to learn to look past the bold letters and bright colors and go straight to the facts—the nutrition facts, that is.


Today we will sample the definition of functional food, unwrap how the food companies fuel misconceptions, and digest the FDA’s role in the midst of all this. Finally, we will suggest solutions that might make the labels a little less misleading. But first, let’s take a stroll through the supermarket.

From yogurt to granola bars, brownies to energy drinks, functional foods can be found all over the grocery store. Dr. David M. Kaplan of the University of North Texas defines functional foods as “food-based product that provides a demonstrable physiological benefit beyond its dietary or nutritional value.” In other words, society prefers  to their competitors because they perceive them to be a convenient means of getting necessary nutrients. The foods have often been altered in some way to make them seem healthier or more nutritional. Historical examples include iodized salt, fluoridated water and milk fortified with vitamin D; but today, functional foods encompass foods that promise to have healing powers—foods that promise to keep you focused, pack you with vitamins, and even improve brain function (Kaplan). 

Functional foods were invented to make healthful eating easier: after all, why would you drink a glass of tomato juice every morning when you could get the same nutrition out of three delicious cookies? Unfortunately, it’s not that simple; as Annabel Adams of FeedMeImHungry.com so eloquently puts it, “[WhoNu] cookies are about as healthy as taking a multivitamin then drowning it with a bucket of lard,” (Adams). This is because many of the functional foods we rely on today aren’t as functional as we may think; in fact, Dr. Kaplan states that most functional foods aren’t nearly as healthy as consumers believe (Kaplan). This misconception is causing more than just mere indigestion in American consumers; it’s blurring the lines between what’s healthy and what isn’t, leaving many of us in the dark about what we’re really putting into our bodies. 

These days, walking down the cereal aisle is a whole lot like walking through the pharmacy. Cereals promising to quicken weight loss and improve focus line the shelves, but do they really deliver what consumers expect? Take a look at Quaker Oatmeal Squares cereal, for example: stamped with “Oatmeal helps reduce cholesterol!” in big white letters, it seems almost too good to be true—delicious cereal that’s good for you, too! However, a closer look at the side panel reveals that a serving of the cereal only contains only a third of the amount of soluble fiber needed daily to help reduce the risk of heart disease; this means that, in order to enjoy the cereal’s healthy benefits, a person would need to eat three bowls of cereal each day, totaling 630 calories and 27 grams of sugar—and that’s without milk (Singer). Just like that, a cereal that was supposed to be an answer to high cholesterol turns into a sugary calorie-trap.

Food companies are pulling tricks like these more than we realize, and they’re getting away with it every day. 

A study conducted at the University of Michigan revealed that a majority of people view foods labeled as “organic”, “low-cholesterol” or “low-fat” as having fewer calories, and therefore being healthier, meaning one can get away with eating a larger portion than they normally would. The truth, however, is that a lot of these foods, despite their appealing labels, are still high in calories and fat. Perhaps most the disturbing finding in the study is that people use these supposedly healthy foods as an alternative to engaging in healthy behaviors—like exercise (Rettner).

Why go on a run when you can “do yourself a favor” and eat some cookies? Such blatantly fallacious thinking leads to some scary consequences. One has to wonder: where’s the FDA, and why is no one blowing the whistle on such manipulative marketing?

When it boils down to it, functional foods are just regular foods; they lack a legal definition. Under the Dietary Supplement Health and Education Act of 1994, no pre-market approval is required for dietary supplements and extra-nutritional ingredients; because the FDA doesn’t recognize functional foods as either, their packaging doesn’t even need to include the FDA disclaimer that the product is not “intended to diagnose, treat, cure or prevent any disease.”

Though the FDA spoke up in 2009 when they hammered General Mills for ascertaining that Cheerios were “clinically proven to lower cholesterol by 4% in 6 weeks”—a statement which, according to the FDA, indicated that Cheerios were being used as an unsolicited drug (Goldstein), nothing has been done to regulate or quell the exaggerated promises companies make on their products’ packaging. 

At which point do we, the American public, push back out plates and decide that we’ve had enough? What can we do to combat the slew of misinformation that fills our grocery shelves, our pantries, and ultimately, our stomachs? On a personal level, it’s important to be a smart consumer: as the classic idiom “don’t judge a book by its cover” so has it, don’t judge a product’s nutritional value based solely on its label’s claims. Instead, look to the nutrition information to see what you’re really biting into—you may be surprised at what you find, in terms of both ingredients and serving size. And rather than relying on functional foods for necessary vitamins and minerals, why not go straight to the source? Fruits and vegetables are a fresh, healthy, and delicious way to stay full and stay healthy without all of the added salt, sugar and fat. Even taking daily vitamin supplements can be a great way to get one’s health back on track.

When it comes to regulating companies’ inauspicious claims, however, a program similar to Japan’s Food for Specified Health Uses program, or FOSHU, needs to be put in place in America. Under FOSHU, food companies must clearly prove the product’s effectiveness on the body, confirm the absence of any safety issues related to consumption and validate the use of nutritionally appropriate ingredients—this means no product may be bulked up with additional ingredients, like salt. Only then may a product earn the FOSHU stamp of approval (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare). If enough Americans take action, we can enjoy a law just like this—a law that enables us to have our health food, and eat it, too.

2500 years ago, Hippocrates said “let food be thy medicine and medicine be thy food”; two-and-a-half millennia later, it looks like food companies have taken this idea and run straight to the bank with it. Today, functional foods dominate grocery store shelves, and a little research reveals that they’re not as healthy as we think they are.
In essence, however, all foods are functional foods. Each food we eat serves a purpose; but it’s up to us to decide how functional we want our food to be. While a handful of “health” cookies sounds tempting, it’s important to be realistic and use moderation—though the cookies travel easier and taste better, it may be smart to cut the serving in half and combine them with apple slices or carrot sticks. How food is marketed is up to the companies, but how we perceive it is up to us. Now is the time to take control of our grocery carts and make our purchases count.
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