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TAKING ON THE TRENDS: Cooked vs Raw Foods Diet

by Maria Noël Groves, RH (AHG), Registered Clinical Herbalist & Co-op Wellness Educator

T

he natural foods world is always
abuzz with trends, and these trends
cycle back periodically. We have
macrobiotic diets, veganism, fermented
foods, sprouting, and juicing, to name a few.
They all represent ways to incorporate more
healthy foods into your diet, keying in on
items that tend to be scarce in the Standard
American Diet. A recent popular trend is to
go almost or entirely raw. Whether or not
this is right for you depends completely on
your principles, lifestyle, and body, but here
are some things to think about...
Advantages of Raw Foods:
Raw foods are in many ways still “alive,”
which confers certain benefits that cooked
or “dead” foods do not have. They are rich
in a variety of enzymes that are destroyed by
the cooking process. Some enzymes assist
digestion, decrease inflammation, fight cancer,
and have other health benefits. For example,
raw broccoli contains the enzyme myrosinase,
which helps the liver remove carcinogens from
the broccoli. Steamed broccoli has much less.
(Note: It’s a raw foods myth that you need to eat
raw foods or take digestive enzyme supplements
because your body will “run out” of its own
enzymes. A healthy body fed a healthy cooked or
raw diet will be able to make adequate enzymes,
even as you age.) Also, a raw food – particularly
if it is really fresh or recently harvested – will be
more likely to contain certain nutrients:
:VTLVMV\Ygood fats will oxidize and create
free radicals when exposed to heat.
Allicin in raw garlic helps fight infections, heart
disease, and high blood sugar. Cooked garlic is
much less effective. Raw garlic that is allowed to
sit for a few minutes after being chopped is more
potent.
Raw, fresh-pressed juice contains more
nutrients than pasteurized juice, but it should be
consumed immediately to avoid microbial growth.
These critters thrive in fresh juice.
;OL^H[LYZVS\ISLU\[YPLU[Zvitamin C and B
vitamins are particularly sensitive to cooking,
canning, and aging, which can drop the
numbers by 20-80 percent! Canned foods
tend to have much less potassium and added
sodium compared to their fresh counterparts.
People on a raw-foods diet often report
that they lose weight, have better energy,

fight cancer, improve detoxification, and reduce heart
disease, chronic pain, and diabetes symptoms as well. A raw
foods diet is generally rich in healthy plant foods, antioxidants,
and other phytochemicals, and fiber while being low in
refined carbohydrates, sugar, fat, protein, and calories. Raw
foods diets also tend to have a very fast impact on diet-related
issues like diabetes, obesity, and heart disease. To avoid a few
nutrient potential nutrient deficiencies, raw foodies may want
to supplement with B vitamins (especially vitamin B 12) and
carefully ensure that they get complete protein via a variety of
plant sources throughout the day.
Advantages of Cooked Foods:
While cooking destroys enzymes and some nutrients, other
vitamins, minerals, and plant compounds actually become
more potent or better absorbed after they are cooked. Here
are some examples:
=P[HTPU(HUKJHYV[LUVPKZ (lutein, lycopene,
betacarotene...) become significantly more available to the
body as they are heated, processed, and combined with
fats. Keep this in mind when eating carrots, winter squash,
pumpkins, sweet potatoes, and tomatoes.
9H^mushrooms can contain mildly toxic compounds that
are destroyed by cooking, while beneficial compounds are
more easily absorbed once cooked. Sauteing and simmering
are two favorite cooking methods for mushrooms.
Turmeric’s super-antioxidant curcumin compound is better
absorbed when it’s cooked, combined with fat, and had some
added black pepper (curry, anyone??).
Calcium is more concentrated in greens when they’re
cooked, and even more so if they’re frozen before they’re
cooked. You can also make mineral-rich broths by simmering
leftover bones, seaweed, and vegetables for hours.
Cooking can destroy potentially harmful bacteria like E.
coli and Salmonella. Mildly toxic compounds such as thyroidinhibiting goitrogens (broccoli family plants) are minimized by
cooking. Cooking also reduces the impact of “antinutrients”
like oxalic acid in rhubarb, spinach, and chard and phytic
acid in grains, beans, and seeds. Both of these compounds
interfere with the absorption of nutrients like iron, zinc, niacin,
and calcium; however, raw-food techniques like sprouting and
fermenting may also adequately reduce the impact of these
antinutrients. Some folks with sensitive digestion may find raw
foods more difficult to handle, whereas soups and stews are
easier.
While raw food diets tend to be rich in micronutrients
(vitamins, minerals, phytochemicals), they run the risk of being
low in macronutrients like fat, protein, and carbohydrates. A
cooked diet tends to have the opposite effect; however, as with
any diet, how you approach it makes the biggest difference.
Maria runs an herbal clinic and education center in Allenstown.
Learn more at www.WintergreenBotanicals.com

