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Antioxidants and Phytochemicals = Good for You!  
Antioxidants are substances that prevent damage to cells from unstable molecules called “free radicals.” 

Free radicals are “an atom or group of atoms that has at least one unpaired electron and is therefore unstable 

and highly reactive. In animal tissues, free radicals can damage cells and are believed to accelerate the  

progression of cancer, cardiovascular disease, and age-related diseases.” A balance between antioxidants and 

free radicals in our body is important for our health.   

Phytochemicals are naturally occurr ing compounds in plant foods such as fruits, vegetables, whole 

grains, beans, nuts and seeds. In laboratory studies, many phytochemicals act as antioxidants, neutralizing free 

radicals and removing their power to create damage.  

Phytochemicals and the compounds that form from them seem to act in a variety of ways to protect health. 

Some can increase cancer cells' tendency to self-destruct; others may stop carcinogens before they have a 

chance to begin the process of cancer development. They may also block the development of new blood  

vessels tumors need. Some fight inflammation. 

Many phytochemicals support our body’s ability to balance antioxidants and free radicals. The  

human antioxidant defense system is a complex network of enzymes and other compounds working  

together and depend on a good mix of foods in our diet.  

Most Commonly Known Antioxidants and their food sources: 

 Carotenoids (a form of  

vitamin A) is the substance that 

gives fruits and vegetables their 

deep rich colors. They may reduce 

the risk of prostate cancer. Good 

sources include apricots, peaches, 

broccoli, pumpkin, cantaloupes,  

carrots, spinach and sweet potatoes. 

 Vitamin C enhances our   

immune response and protects 

against infection. Good sources  

include citrus fruits like oranges and 

limes, green peppers, broccoli, 

green leafy vegetables, strawberries 

and tomatoes. 

 Vitamin E may help reduce the buildup of plaque in our  ar ter ies from LDL or  the “bad cholesterol) 

in our blood. Good sources include nuts and seeds, whole grains, green leafy vegetables, vegetable oil and 

liver oil. 

 Selenium helps reduce inflammation in our  body and promotes our  immune system to keep us 

healthy. Good sources include fish and shellfish, red meat, grains, eggs, chicken and garlic. 



 

Some Common Phytochemicals and their food sources: 

 

 Flavonoids may fight inflammation and tumor  growth. Good 

sources include berries, apples, citrus, onions, soybeans, and coffee. 

 Anthocyanins may help lower  blood pressure. Good sources  

include berries and red wine. 

 Resveratrol is associated with living longer  in some animals. Good sources include red wine, grapes, 

dark chocolate, and peanuts. 

 Proanthocyanidins and flavanols are linked to better  function of the lining of the ar ter ies and  

reduced blood pressure. Good sources include grapes, apples, cocoa, and red wine. 

 Sulfides and thiols may decrease the “bad” LDL cholesterol in our blood. Good sources include 

onions, garlic, leeks, olives, and scallions. 

 Isothiocyanates (sulforaphane) may protect against cancer  and cardiovascular  disease. Good 

sources include cruciferous vegetables such as broccoli, cabbage, and kale. 

 Quercetin may help decrease inflammation and blood pressure. Good sources include apples,  

onions, and citrus fruits. 

 Terpenes may help slow cancer  cell growth and fight viruses. Good sources include cherr ies and  

citrus fruits. 

 Lutein and zeaxanthin promote eye health and help decrease the r isk of developing macular   

degeneration. Good sources include dark, green vegetables such as green or red lettuces, kale, Brussel 

sprouts, spinach and fruit such as kiwi. 

 Lycopene can help prevent cancers of the mouth, pharynx, esophagus, stomach, colon and rectum. 

Good sources include tomato soups, sauces, tomato paste and other tomato products, and in smaller 

amounts in fresh tomatoes, watermelon and pink grapefruit. 

 

The benefits described above are not yet conclusive. They are from  

associations between people's diets and health outcomes in general (which does 

not show a direct cause and effect), and from laboratory studies of human cells or 

lab animals. For example, resveratrol (red wine is known for this  

phytochemical), has been shown to help prevent cancer and heart disease in lab 

mice, but at levels of consumption much higher than found in a human diet.  

We could not drink that much wine!  

One thing that we do know is that antioxidants and phytochemicals 

provide more benefit from eating a variety of plant foods than  

taking a pill that may contain a few of these compounds.  

Most plant foods each contain dozens of phytochemicals (for example, a carrot 

has more than 100). They all do different things and they complement each  

other. One phytochemical might block a carcinogen and another might interfere 

with cancer cell reproduction. 



Consumer-centered access for  
long-term care information, 
referrals and assessments.   

For  information,  
call 382-8481, #9, ext.304 
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Do you have a questions or concerns about what to eat?   

If you are participating in services offered by Schenectady 

County’s Senior and Long Term Care services, you are  

eligible to have a free consultation with a Registered Dietitian.  

Call Cornell Cooperative Extension, Schenectady County at 

518-372-1622, ext. 269.  Leave a message, if necessary, for 

dietitian to call you back. 

Check out our website for nutrition resources:  

http://cceschenectady.org/nutrition-for-seniors 

 

 

 

You should  
"Eat a Rainbow."  
 

Choose many kinds  
of colorful fruits,  
vegetables, legumes, 
nuts, and seeds.  

This will ensure that 
you get as many  
different  
phytochemicals  
as possible.  

We should consume five to nine servings of fruits and  
vegetables each day. That is about three or four 1/2 cup  
servings of fruits and five or six 1/2 cup servings of  
vegetables or 1 cup salad greens. 

Tip: If you do not like red apples or  berr ies, choose another  
red food, like watermelon or red peppers. Find foods in each 
color category and include something from each. The more 
kinds you eat, the more you will increase the potential benefits.  

 

Resources: 

"https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/fill-up-on-
phytochemicals 

American Dietetic Association, (2010). http://eatright.org 

https://www.aicr.org/press/health-features/health-talk/2015/11-

november/phytochemicals-antioxidants-health.html  

Super Salad handout from: http://cookingmatters.org/

educational-tools  

http://eatright.org/

