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Live Long. Eat Japanese - How Japanese Cuisine Helps Them Live Longer 
 

According to the World Health Organisation Japan has some of the highest life 
expectancy in the world averaging over 83 years, longer than the US, who average 
78 years and the UK with 81 years. One of the main reasons is diet with less meat 
and dairy and lots of fish and vegetables.  

During the 1990’s the Japanese Public Health Center started research to monitor 
the diet of a large number of individuals aged between 45 - 75. The group were 
monitored after five and ten years and it was discovered that the mortality rate for 
those who followed Japanese dietary guidelines fell to just 15%. 

What lessons can we learn from Japanese cuisine to help us in our own lives?  

 

Introducing Washoku 和食 
A journey through the national cuisine of Japan must start with the washoku which 
encompasses some of the most traditional dishes of Japan.  Washoku literally 
means ‘food of Japan’. This seemingly simple cuisine in fact combines highly 
complex sweet, salty and umami flavours to create delicate tastes. The traditional 
food is very seasonal, with the peak season or shun (旬) of main foods being very 
important and playing a major part in dishes for that time of the year. 

As you would expect for an island nation the Japanese enjoy considerable amounts 
of fresh fish with people eating on average between 80 - 100 g of fish every day. 
Fish contains healthy fatty acids such as Omega-3 which is prescribed in the West 
for conditions such as High cholesterol, depression and even cancer. Omega-3 has 
been proven to help with weight loss as well as having major benefits for the heart 
and in brain development. This with the consumption of less red meat means that 
the Japanese eat less saturated fats. 

Rice is a major source of carbohydrates which could be seen as a no-no, however 
rice is filling and leaves you satisfied without having to consume more fattening 
foods.  

Traditional dishes are made up of four elements known as ichiju-sansai. Ichi means 
‘one’, ju is ‘soup’, san is ‘three’ and ‘sai’ are dishes. Therefore, the phrase means 
‘One soup, three dishes’. Soup may be made from miso or a broth flavored either 
with a combination of kelp (Dashi), bonito flakes (dried and smoked skipjack tuna 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/releases/2014/world-health-statistics-2014/en/
https://www.google.co.uk/publicdata/explore?ds=d5bncppjof8f9_&met_y=sp_dyn_le00_in&idim=country:JPN:USA:CHN&hl=en&dl=en
http://www.bmj.com/content/352/bmj.i1209
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shaved into thin flakes), sardine (iriko or niboshi). There will also be dishes of 
vegetables, cooked fish or tofu for example, there will also always be accompanying 
rice and pickles. 

 

 

Ichiju-sansai provides a perfect balance of foods, a little of each with rice providing 
carbohydrates, the soup offering hydration and a selection of small dishes of fish or 
meat for protein. The relatively large amount of fresh, seasonal vegetables ensures 
there is a good range of nutrients and fibre.  

The Japanese use of naturally fermented foods such as miso or soy sauce supports 
good digestive health. Not only do they balance the production of stomach acid 
increasing the acidity of gastric juices while at the same time protecting the 
stomach lining. Fermented foods also promote the production of acetylcholine, a 
chemical in the brain which helps increase the movement of the bowel, decreasing 
the risk of constipation.  
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The Fifth Flavour - Umamiうま味 
We are well aware of salty, sour, sweet and bitter flavors, however the fifth basic 
flavor is one which less people are aware of, not least as it was only discovered in 
1908.  

Umami can be translated as "pleasant savory taste" , a phrase termed when the 
flavor was formally discovered by scientist Kikunae Ikeda. It is clear however that 
the flavor of umami has been part of Japanese culture for centuries (even if it has 
not had a name!) It is detected via taste receptors sensitive to glutamate which is 
found in savory foods and is described as a pleasant "brothy" or "meaty" taste with 
a long lasting, mouthwatering and coating sensation over the tongue. 

Umami is found in fish, mushrooms, tomatoes, kelp and also in fermented foods 
such as soy and fish sauces. It is thought that their understanding of umami is what 
makes Japanese food so flavorsome meaning that what could otherwise be a bland 
broth has an additional richness and flavor providing a ‘meaty’ flavor without 
having to resort to red meat.  

Noodles 
Noodles are a major part of the Japanese diet and come in a wide range of styles 
from thin ramen noodles to buckwheat soba noodles. Soba noodles are some of 
the most healthy noodles as they contain large amounts of fiber as well as the 
essential amino acid lysine which is not found in many other cereal grains. 
Buckwheat is also abundant in lipids, minerals (iron, phosphorus and copper), and 
vitamins B1 and B2. 

Noodles area served in a variety of dishes, hot and cold and are a highly versatile 
dish.  
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Sushi すし, 寿司 
In the West we would probably the most recognizable Japanese food is sushi. Sushi 
is a dish served with vinegared cooked rice with vegetables or seafood. It has been 
the ‘fast food’ choice for the Japanese for hundreds of years. There are a number of 
forms including makizushi - rolled sushi or noni roll - seaweed roll.  
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Sushi is most healthy when you enjoy it with raw fish and avoid Western versions 
with mayonnaise based sauces such as spicy tuna. The small bite size portions are a 
perfect alternative to a saturated fat filled alterative.  

Bento 弁当 
Bento is a single portion meal, often created at home and provided as a lunchbox 
for a spouse or schoolchildren. They are now also available from convenience 
stores and railway stations. Bento boxes generally contain a version of the 
traditional ichiju-sansai with rice and fish with seasonal vegetables and pickles.  

 

 

There is a social expectation in Japan that mothers create a nutritionally balanced 
and aesthetically pleasing meal for their children in school and considerable time is 
taken in preparation. Often forming the rice into cartoon characters or colorful 
pictures! 

Aojiru 青 
Aojiru is a vegetable based drink made of Ashitaba and young barley leaf. It is a way 
in which Japanese people supplement their minerals and vitamins. Aojiru can be 
supplied either as a powder or a chilled pre-mixed drink. 
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Young barley Leaf contains high levels of iron, five times more Vitamin C than 
spinach and ten times more calcium than milk as well as more dietary fiber than 
broccoli or spinach. It is naturally rich in folic acid and B vitamins. Aojiru is a 
massively popular drink in Japan where many people drink it and report noticeable 
benefits.  

Green Tea 緑茶 
It is though that tea was first introduced to Japan by Buddhist scholars returning 
from China as early as 710.  There are a number of forms of green tea, the two 
which are most commonly drunk in Japan are Sencha (煎茶) or Matcha (抹茶). 

Sencha is most  synonymous with ‘green tea’ as we would understand it and is the 
usual form of tea found in Japan. This is a more bitter tea as the leaves, which are 
picked from the first or second flush are not protected from the heat of the sun. 

Matcha is a powdered green tea which is made by grinding the full tea leaves into a 
fine powder. It retains all of the nutrients but has a smoother, more creamy flavor 
with no bitter aftertaste. Matcha is used in the Japanese tea ceremony, called sado 
(茶道) the way of tea. 

The Japanese enjoy green tea, and it is clear that it has major health benefits. It 
contains a large quantity of flavonoids and catechins, powerful antioxidants which 
can reduce the formation of free radicals in the body, protecting cells and 

http://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/8617188
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molecules from damage. Research is starting to show that this may even help in the 
war against cancer. 

It also contains compounds which can oxidize fat in the body, one study showed 
that it increased this by 17% so could help burn fat when combined with a healthy 
diet. 

 

You can combine the benefits of both aojiru and green tea with Kiwami Greens 
which not only contains barley leaf but also contains matcha and sencha, allowing 
you to ensure you get all of the benefits of vegetables and green tea together.  

Eating The Japanese Way 
There is much to be learned from the Japanese diet, based on simplicity with health 
benefits being at the forefront, they have reduced saturated fats by reducing red 
meat and dairy products. They eat a larger amount of seafood and demand that 
the fish they eat is fresh. They consume considerable amounts of vegetables, 
however look to eat seasonally which ensures the highest quality and richest 
nutrient levels. 

So here are the top tips to embrace the Japanese diet in your own life. 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1850635/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18326618
https://kiwamigreens.com/pages/ingredients
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1. Fresh and seasonal is the only way. If you have a local farmer’s market go 
and find a range of seasonal vegetables. In this way you will always have 
different options for you to enjoy, as the seasons change you will have new 
fresh tastes and exciting new dishes you can create. 

2. Enjoy a light soup with your meals. Follow the principle of ichiju-sansai and 
start your meal with a light broth. There are a number of tasty Japanese soup 
recipes you can add to your meal. Additionally, eating soup before your meal 
can help you lose weight, a study by Appetite in 2007 found that people who 
eat a low calorie soup before a meal end up eating 20% less calories during 
the meal. Also, eating soup slows down your eating which can again reduce 
calorie intake. 

3. Add naturally fermented foods to your menu. This can include Japanese 
pickles and soy sauce or make your own fermented pickles with the recipe 
below. 

4. Try to prepare a bento box for work or school. Thinking about your lunch and 
taking a short time to prepare something delicious will stop you reaching for 
fatty takeaways or sandwiches. 

5. Consume Aojiru which is available in the US from Online Suppliers. Even if 
you struggle to eat as many vegetables as the Japanese regularly do you can 
quickly add the benefits by mixing the powdered supplement into water or 
milk to quickly and easily top up your vitamins and minerals.  

6. Drink green tea with its powerful antioxidant properties it will aid digestion 
and help you keep healthy.  

Embracing Japanese food can introduce you to some exciting new flavors as well as 
helping you become more healthy.  

Quick Pickle Recipe  
The Japanese pickle a wide range of vegetables, and the light vinegary can add a 
tang to any dish and is perfect to nibble with a drink instead of reaching for potato 
chips. It takes only a few minutes to make your own pickles, here is a simple recipe, 
but feel free to experiment.  

● Take a clean jar, wash in hot soapy water and then sterilize it in your oven 
but placing the jars in a 300F oven until they are dry.  

● Chop up vegetables, anything which is in season is good, carrots, cucumber 
or a combination.  

● ½ cup Japanese rice vinegar  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2128765/
https://kiwamigreens.com/blogs/explore/the-history-of-aojiru
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● ½ cup soy sauce 
● ½ water 
● Add a teaspoon of Kosher salt 
● 5 teaspoons of sugar 
● 3 cloves of garlic  
● Small pieces of sliced ginger 
● Bring the mixture to the boil and then allow to cool 
● Fill the jar, ensuring the veg is covered with the mixture 
● Place in the refrigerator for at least an hour. They can be kept for up to a 

week as long as you keep them chilled.  

 

 

 

 

Image sources: ichiju-sansai, sushi, bento box, green tea, soba noodles, pickles 
from Pixabay. Aojiru from Kiwami Greens. 

 

 

 

https://pixabay.com/en/food-cuisine-japanese-food-pot-1257320/
https://pixabay.com/en/asian-black-chinese-cucumber-diet-1239272/
https://pixabay.com/en/japan-meal-japanese-food-asian-1743370/
https://pixabay.com/en/matcha-green-tea-tee-tea-powder-2042569/
https://pixabay.com/en/chopsticks-soba-noodles-zucchini-1008868/
https://pixabay.com/en/pickles-winter-food-vegetable-1875205/
http://kiwamigreens.com/

