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FOREWORD


As the director of Colon Cancer Prevention at UConn Health, I oversee a program that offers patients entry into a clinical study of early-stage abnormal growths in the colon, among other things. Patients who consent to the study fill out a questionnaire that asks for a breakdown of their tree nut consumption. Patients also provide a blood specimen and answer a series of demographic questions about their overall health and risk factors for colon cancer, such as their BMI, waist-to-hip ratio, smoking history, and NSAID intake. The patient is then provided with a state-of-the-art colonoscopy examination using a high-definition endoscope and contrast dye-spray to illuminate the bowel wall and provide images of even microscopic lesions. We remove up to ten of these lesions and then study their biology in the laboratory. We also have a number of mouse genetic models of colon cancer that we routinely use in the laboratory to gain a better understanding of the earliest stages of GI cancer. Using the models, we have defined a number of nutritional variables that may contribute to cancer risk, including the levels of folic acid.


Our interest in exploring novel ways to reduce cancer risk in people began several decades ago when the relatively new field of cancer prevention with the use of natural products and non-toxic synthetic agents (e.g., aspirin) was in its earliest days. In the 1960s the field of cancer “prophylaxis” was created by the insights of Dr. Lee Wattenberg. It was later refined in the 1970s by Dr. Michael B. Sporn, who coined the term cancer “chemoprevention” while working at the National Cancer Institute. Spurred by the realization that a wide variety of natural products could have a beneficial effect on a person’s risk for developing myriad cancers, we launched our research program to find new mechanisms that could be exploited for cancer prevention. Progress in this field of research over the past few decades has been extraordinary, with many new approaches developed that may ultimately contribute to the eradication of cancer.


One such strategy that has been under intense scrutiny in recent years is the health benefit of consuming what we generally refer to as the Mediterranean Diet, a way of eating that is rich in fruits and vegetables, legumes, fish, and olive oil (Fazio and Ricciardiello, Phytochemistry Reviews, 2014). One key ingredient of the Mediterranean Diet is the tree nut. Of the various tree nuts, walnuts offer a remarkably healthy nutritional composition, including ellagitannins, vitamin E, omega-3 fatty acids, polyphenols, phytosterols, melatonin, and fiber. We have recently tested the potential for walnuts to protect against intestinal cancer using a mouse genetic model in our laboratory (Nakanishi et al., Cancer Prevention Research, 2016). We reported that walnuts added to a “Western style” diet loaded with a number of common fats found in the American diet and less calcium and vitamins provided protection against cancer development. Not only that, but the walnuts actually acted like a “probiotic” agent, causing a remarkable change to the community structure of the intestinal microbiota. We are excited by these recent findings and have initiated a series of related studies to test the beneficial effects of walnuts in a second mouse cancer model, as well as an experimental model of inflammatory bowel disease.


I believe this book is extremely timely and of great importance to the general population. Offering a natural and healthy way to potentially reduce risk of cancer by simply incorporating an outstanding nutritional source (that is, tree nuts) into your diet makes sense, both from the nutritional standpoint and from a scientific perspective.


—Daniel W. Rosenberg, PhD


Professor of Medicine and Health Net, Inc.


Chair in Cancer Biology


Investigator, Center for Molecular Medicine


University of Connecticut School of Medicine




















INTRODUCTION





As you read the title of this book, you might think, “How can nuts be super when you consider the fat that they contain or the salt that is on them?” Nuts were lauded as a key component of the diet, then feared for their fat, and have now regained favor as an element of healthy eating.





Nuts are a versatile food. You can eat them by themselves, include them in recipes, or feature them as an accent to dishes. Nuts offer a wide variety of nutrients, including protein, which makes them good additions to any eating plan. But there are two things that make them “superfoods”: fats and phytonutrients.


Nuts are composed of a variety of fats; and while each nut variety has a different
fat composition, they all tend to have more of the healthier, unsaturated fats. Unsaturated fats are found predominantly in plants: vegetable oils, nuts, and seeds. Unsaturated fats are liquid at room temperature; so if you were to take the fat out of a nut, it would be liquid at room temperature. Research shows that unsaturated fats provide more heart health benefits than saturated fats, including helping to lower blood cholesterol, fighting inflammation, helping with heart rhythm, and other health-promoting benefits.


All nuts contain unsaturated fat, but some have more than others. Some nuts have more of the less healthful saturated fats, and in subsequent chapters we will talk more about these differences among the nuts. Saturated fats are solid at room temperature, and consuming too much of them has been associated with an increased risk of heart disease. The ideal way to include nuts in your eating plan is to learn which ones provide more of the unsaturated fat and simply use those nuts more often. These are what I call “Superfood Nuts.” As you read through this book you will see that there is more evidence of the health benefits of certain nuts. This might simply be the fact that some nuts are more healthful than others, but it could also point to the types of nuts researchers choose to study or the availability of nuts for researchers to do strong enough and large enough studies.


Besides being rich in unsaturated fats, Superfood Nuts are composed of beneficial phytonutrients. Phytonutrients are plant compounds that provide health benefits beyond those provided by the vitamins and minerals contained in the food. Over the last several years research studies have looked at plant foods to try to understand why they provide so many health benefits that exceed their basic nutrition profile. Though all the answers aren’t in yet, research shows that phytonutrients, which make each plant food unique, are used in many different ways by the body to fight inflammation, help prevent disease, aid intestinal health, and even help with memory, among other things.


In Superfood Nuts, we have tried to make nutrition facts simple. So while we will look at the nutrient profile of nuts, the discussion will focus on the complete potential health benefits package that each nut provides. In addition, we will outline which nuts are healthier choices based on the evidence of their role in health promotion. The recipes demonstrate how you can make nuts a part of your everyday meal plan, not just a snack here or there. Talking about and sharing the science of good nutrition and nuts are important aspects of what I do as a registered dietitian, and it is also a part of the passion I have. Telling you that nuts are good for you is one thing, but helping you understand the science behind that statement can make it easier for you to understand how nuts fit into a healthful eating plan. Few people think about science when they make food choices, but I hope the information in this book will help you think about the amount and variety of plant foods you eat, the diversity of nuts in your diet, and how to find balance between your overall nutrient intake and the calories that you allocate to nuts.


A fun aspect of writing this book was the chance to talk about nutrition and develop recipes with a very nice—and talented—chef. Chef Vicki not only has a passion for creating delectable recipes but she understands the importance of good nutrition (not the latest nutrition fad), values the science behind it, and likes to develop recipes that convey her passion, talent, and knowledge. Here in her words Chef Vicki shares her excitement about creating the recipes in this book.




In the kitchen, nuts are magic! From the savory and crunchy to the sweet and creamy, nuts can expand your menu to include healthy and delicious dishes in ways that you may not have considered, as the fat in nuts can take the place of extracted oils in many recipes. Imagine thin, crispy whole-grain crackers, creamy soups and sauces without milk, cream, or butter, and robust salad dressings all made from blended nuts. Nuts also add a satisfying and meaty quality to main dishes, yet they are totally plant-based and vegetarian.


Almond milk is popular, and making it yourself, with the easy instructions in this book, saves money and allows you to use the whole nut. The leftover pulp can be made into a delicious spread or garnish that I call Faux Chèvre Frais (page 43).


In Superfood Nuts you will find loads of other recipes for more conventional ways to use nuts in baked goods, toppings, and desserts. These recipes are special because they contain whole grain, rather than refined flour, and are lower in fat and sugar than what is typical. The baked goods in this book are also made without dairy products or eggs, so people with allergies, as well as vegans, may enjoy them. Many of the breads and almost all the desserts are gluten-free, too.


The recipes in this book have been a joy to create. Nuts are so delicious to begin with that adding them to all sorts of dishes simply enhances the recipe. These recipes are easy and quick to make, because I am busy and I know that you are, too. I do hope that you find the time to try each and every one of them. Then, like me, you can go super nuts over Superfood Nuts!





As you can see through her words, Chef Vicki loves creating and experimenting with foods to develop recipes that offer different options but plenty of nutrition. Her passion for creativity and my passion for the science of nutrition have come together nicely to provide you with information about nut nutrition and to help you enjoy some new, healthful recipes that reflect the science behind the benefits of nuts.


What better way to wrap up our introduction than to say that we both hope you find our words and recipes an inspiration, a base of knowledge, and an excellent starting point to get some Super Taste, Super Nutrition, and Super Excitement about nuts. Bon Appetit!


—Connie Diekman,


M.Ed., RD, CSSD, LD, FADA,


nutrition communications consultant


—Vicki Chelf,


author and chef




















CHAPTER 1



HEALTH BENEFITS OF NUTS




Nuts, as a category, are nutrient-rich foods, making them good choices in any diet. But in addition to their rich nutrient package they contain a wide variety of phytonutrients, which further enhance the role they can play in maintenance of health and possibly prevention of disease.





As we look at nuts in health, you will see that different nuts provide different health benefits, and some nuts seem to possess more benefits than others. This difference is likely a function of the differences in phytonutrients, but it might also be the difference in the amount of research conducted with different nuts. In looking
at health benefits, we will discuss the unique nutrient package of most tree nuts and provide an overview of the health benefits that are unique to each. Overall studies of nuts and their health benefits have generally examined their role in these six categories: some types of cancer, cardiovascular disease, cognitive function, diabetes, diet quality,
and weight.


HEALTH TIP: Phytonutrients are many in number and are found in all plant foods, which is one of the reasons that the 2015 Dietary Guidelines for Americans by the US Department of Health and Human Services recommends consuming half your plate from fruits and vegetables and a bit more than a quarter of your plate from grains, with half of those grains coming from whole grains. In addition, the guidelines suggest choosing unsalted nuts and seeds as a part of a healthier eating plan.


Nut phytonutrients will not change an otherwise poor eating plan, so make sure you add them to an overall healthful eating plan, don’t just expect them to work magic.


HEALTH TIP: When deciding which nuts to include in your eating plan, consider tree nuts, which provide a wide variety of benefits. Tree nuts include almonds, Brazil nuts, cashews, hazelnuts, macadamias, pecans, pine nuts, pistachios, and walnuts. Peanuts are actually legumes; while they offer many health benefits, they are not included here because this book focuses only on tree nuts.



CANCER



Several studies have looked at the connection between nut consumption and cancer incidence and mortality. The studies have varied in size, duration, subject demographics, and outcomes. Some of them have been observational, so they are not designed to determine cause and effect but instead provide evidence that is worth looking at further. Outcomes have been mixed: Some of the studies have shown a connection between nut consumption and a lower risk of cancer and death from cancer, while others have not demonstrated any connection. The very large 2015 PREDIMED trial looked at a small sample of only women to see if nut consumption (supplementing a Mediterranean diet) reduced risk of invasive breast cancer, but the outcome was inconclusive.


HEALTH TIP: Research studies vary in design, but one frequently used method is the observational study. Observational studies are not designed to determine if something caused an outcome to happen but are simply designed to give researchers insight into a research question. If an observation indicates a trend, then a further study designed to measure cause and effect would be the next step. Observational studies are often used to broach questions about diet, since they help determine whether dietary changes affect health. However, they do not provide a basis for recommendations. Instead, they provide interesting outcomes that point the way toward more systematic studies.




RANDOMIZED CONTROL TRIALS


When looking at research studies, randomized control trials (RCTs) provide the best study design and are therefore more likely to show a true outcome. RCTs often are expensive to conduct and take a longer period of time to show an outcome, making them less desirable to fund. Other study designs can provide some indications of possible outcomes, but it is important to remember that many studies show trends or indications, not cause and effect, so always check a study design before trusting an outcome. When a media report talks about a new study, do the following:


1. Check to see what type of study it was.


2. Check to see how long the study lasted.


3. Check to see how many people were in the study.


Studies that are small, short-term, and not designed to provide cause-and-effect outcome should be viewed as interesting, not a recommendation for change.







PREDIMED


PREDIMED is the acronym for the Prevention with a Mediterranean Diet study. PREDIMED, which comes from the Spanish study name, Prevención con Dieta Mediterránea, was a large-scale, randomized, controlled clinical trial designed to determine if the Mediterranean diet lowered the risk of heart disease. The study, which was focused on heart disease, divided the participants into three groups: one that ate a Mediterranean diet and consumed a one-ounce mixed portion of walnuts (½ ounce), hazelnuts (¼ ounce), and almonds (¼ ounce), one that ate a Mediterranean diet and consumed olive oil, and one that followed a traditional heart healthy diet (an AHA low-fat diet). Recognizing that other diseases increase in incidence with age, the researchers decided to do some side studies looking at the diet and diabetes risk as well as the diet and breast cancer risk.





CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASE


Research in the area of cardiovascular disease has been extensive with studies going back more than thirty years. Studies have looked at consumption of most tree nuts but most of the research has been done with almonds and walnuts. While study designs have varied from long-term, randomized trials to short-term, nonrandomized trials, outcomes tend to show the same thing: Those who consume nuts tend to have a lower incidence of heart disease and stroke, have better blood lipid levels, and have a lower death rate caused by cardiovascular disease.


In 2013 Harvard medical school published results of a study in more than 70,000 female nurses and more than 42,000 men in the Health Professionals Follow-up Study in which nut consumption was associated with a reduction in total deaths and disease-specific deaths. The study found that those who consumed one ounce of nuts seven or more times a week had a 20 percent lower death rate than those who ate fewer nuts. The study also found that those who consumed more nuts were leaner and tended to have a healthier lifestyle than those who consumed fewer nuts. While the study was only observational, with no cause-and-effect outcome, the fact that there was a connection between nut consumption and reduced death is an interesting note.


The PREDIMED trial is the most recent large-scale study demonstrating that consumption of nuts—walnuts, hazelnuts, and almonds—was associated with a decreased risk of death from cardiovascular disease. PREDIMED studied nut consumption by more than 7,000 men and women for an average of almost five years and measured the number of cardiovascular events during that time. The study found that subjects who consumed the nuts, specifically walnuts, hazelnuts, and almonds, had fewer cardiovascular events, suggesting a benefit from the nuts.


In 2015 a multi-university study compiled the outcomes of three large cohort studies to determine the impact of nut consumption on total number of deaths as well as cause of death. The three studies included the Southern Community Cohort Study of more than 70,000 southeastern
US residents of African and European descent, who were predominately lower economic class residents, the Shanghai Women’s Health Study, and the Shanghai Men’s Health Study; the Shanghai studies totaled more than 130,000 participants.
The average length of follow-up was just over six years. Outcomes from the complied data showed an overall decrease in cardiovascular disease deaths among all groups who consumed nuts.


HEALTH TIP: A heart-healthy diet is more than just adding nuts to an eating plan. It is a diet that includes more plant foods—whole grains, fruits, and vegetables and for the protein choices: either leaner, lower-fat animal foods or plant-based proteins like beans, nuts, seeds, and soy. Choosing to enjoy a plant-based diet or to include animal foods can meet nutrient needs; it is a matter of balance. In addition, healthy body weight and regular physical activity are also key parts of a lifestyle that reduces the risk of heart disease. No one food will provide health magic, so if you are adding nuts to reduce risk of heart disease, make sure your overall diet is heart healthy.




LABEL CLAIMS ON NUTS


In 2003 the Food and Drug Administration reviewed the body of scientific evidence related to nuts and cardiovascular disease and ruled that “Scientific evidence suggests but does not prove that eating 1.5 ounces per day of most nuts [such as name of specific nut] as part of a diet low in saturated fat and cholesterol may reduce the risk of heart disease. [See nutrition information for fat content.]” This claim can appear on packages of nuts or any materials associated with the promotion or sale of nuts. Learn more about label claims in the Resources section.





HEALTH TIP: In the 2015 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, the evolving evidence on fat and its role in heart disease risk is reflected by the removal of an upper limit for daily fat consumption in terms of percent of calories from fat. While this is a good change, what is important is that the type of fats you choose should be unsaturated, found predominantly in plant foods. Nuts, along with seeds and nut oils, provide healthier fat choices than animal fats.


The 2015 Guidelines might not suggest a limit to the amount of fat you eat, it does provide the reminder that consuming too much fat has an impact on calorie intake, which can affect weight and ultimately, overall health.


COGNITIVE FUNCTION


As baby boomers age, research is evolving on the possible role of nuts in preventing memory loss and preserving cognitive function. Alzheimer’s is the fifth leading cause of death in Americans age 65 and older and incidence is expected to grow. While there is currently no clear way to prevent Alzheimer’s or dementia, research has begun to look at ways that diet might delay the onset of disease and maintain mental acuity. A few studies have reported observations on nuts and mental health and a few more are in progress.


Studies that have been completed show a connection between nut consumption and preserved cognition. One study looked at close to 450 adults, ages 55 to 80, and found that those who consumed walnuts, but no other types of nuts, had a better working memory. Researchers theorized that the phytonutrient content of walnuts is the reason they showed a positive benefit. But the study was observational in design, so more research is needed to determine cause and effect.


Researchers at Tufts University also looked at walnuts and mental function. While the study yielded a positive outcome, it was small in size. Larger studies of longer duration are needed.




HEALTH TIP


For reputable health professionals to make a recommendation about a food and/or a health recommendation, scientific evidence must be significant. A significant body of evidence exists when many studies have shown the same outcome. The quality of the studies is also important. For evidence to be conclusive, studies should be done in a variety of populations, in males and females, in different age groups, and should be designed to yield a clear outcome. These factors are some of the reasons that making claims about food and health take so long. If you don’t want to try to figure out if a study is a good scientific recommendation, contact a registered dietitian for help with food and nutrition information.






DIABETES



Diabetes continues to be a major health problem. One key way to control and/or prevent diabetes is to make dietary changes. Studies have looked at whether consumption of nuts can reduce the incidence of diabetes. Though it did not focus on nut consumption alone, the PREDIMED trial is the most recent study to provide a small-scale look at nut consumption and blood sugar levels. The PREDIMED trial found that consuming extra-virgin olive oil or eating walnuts, hazelnuts, and almonds on a daily basis both helped lower blood sugar levels and boosted control of diabetes, but there was no clear benefit from nuts alone. Other trials have looked at nut consumption and risk of death due to diabetes and have found no clear connection.


A large-scale study from Harvard University in 2013 found that regular consumption of nuts, particularly walnuts, as a part of a healthy diet, is associated with a lower incidence of type 2 diabetes. The study followed close to 60,000 older women and close to 80,000 younger women who were free of diabetes at the start of the study. The study followed the women for ten years with assessments of food intake every four years during the study. The outcome of the study showed a reduction in risk of development of type 2 diabetes in the women who consumed nuts more often. This study, like several of the others, was observational in design, so declaring a cause-and-effect outcome was not possible, but the indication that nut consumption lowered the risk of type 2 diabetes is important.


HEALTH TIP: One of the main causes of type 2 diabetes is being overweight, so until more evidence demonstrates a cause-and-effect outcome between nuts and prevention, focus on achieving and maintaining a healthy body weight. Achieving a healthy body weight is best accomplished by following an eating plan that is flexible, enjoyable, and one that meets your nutrient needs. In addition, regular physical activity is a key part of keeping weight within a normal range, so make sure you find a type of activity that fits your lifestyle and that your physician says is safe for you to do.


HEALTH TIP: Type 2 diabetes used to be referred to as a disease of middle age, but as more and more Americans are becoming overweight, type 2 diabetes is developing in younger adults. Approximately 10 percent of the US population has type 2 diabetes and 28 percent of the population has undiagnosed type 2 diabetes. Body fat does not allow insulin to move blood glucose into body cells, so the glucose stays in the blood system, leading to blood readings that show high levels of blood sugar. Working to lower body fat and boost muscle mass is a good way to improve insulin function and lower blood sugar. Don’t take any chance if you haven’t had your blood sugar checked. Instead, take some time to learn about your risk level.


HEALTH TIP: An area of confusion when it comes to diet and diabetes is the inclusion of carbohydrates. Carbohydrates are essential body fuel, but the wrong types of carbohydrates or too much carbohydrate can trigger problems for those with diabetes. While your physician and registered dietitian should guide your meal planning, consuming carbohydrates from whole grains, vegetables, beans, nuts, and seeds should be the first line of defense. Carbohydrates from fruits provide nutritional value, so they are better choices, for instance, than carbohydrates from simple sugars such as candy, table sugar, honey, and sugar-sweetened beverages. In addition, watching portions is important.


HEALTH TIP: Carbohydrates are often referred to as “simple” or “complex.” Simple carbohydrates are made up of only two chemical molecules, so they provide a quicker source of fuel. The molecules vary, but the bottom line is that simple carbohydrates end up as either glucose, which is then available for the body to use as fuel, or as fructose, which goes to the liver to be broken down to glucose, triglycerides, and glycogen, a storage form of glucose. Simple carbohydrates are found in fruit, milk, and sugars like honey, white sugar, brown sugar, etc.


Complex carbohydrates are long, long molecules that break down into molecules of glucose. Complex carbohydrates provide a slower source of fuel, helping to keep you fueled longer, and are found in grains, vegetables, beans, nuts, and seeds.


DIET QUALITY


Nuts offer such a wide variety of nutrients, it is not surprising that they would be associated with a diet that offers better overall quality. Conducting research to document this makes it easier to give them a callout for their role in boosting diet quality.


In 2015 a study looked at nut intake using food-intake histories of more than 14,000 men and women who provided information to the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey during the years 2005 to 2010. The national survey looks at diet trends, nutritional adequacy, and any connections between nutrition and disease. The research study reviewed diet recollections to assess tree nut consumption over a two-day period. Results showed that those who consumed nuts more often had a higher fiber and potassium intake and overall diet quality was higher for the group.


This outcome provides evidence that adding nuts might increase calories but the quality of those calories is better than without the nuts.


HEALTH TIP: It is common for people to focus on calorie intake and forget that the quality of the calories they choose is important to overall health, energy levels, and long-term disease prevention. When deciding how to divide up your calories, think about the nutrients in the food you choose. One good way to do that is to use the MyPlate guide (Choosemyplate.gov). Calories certainly do count as they relate to our weight, but if the calories we choose are missing the nutrients we need, overall health is impacted and a healthy weight is not as helpful.


HEALTH TIP: Diet quality is important to overall health but doesn’t mean you can’t have some “fun foods” or “treats” every so often. It’s about meeting nutrient needs over time, so when assessing your diet, look at a day, a week, or even a month to determine if you are consuming calories that are nutrient rich or just calories. When you have reviewed how your nutrition balances out and if you are meeting your body’s needs as outlined in the Dietary Guidelines, you can choose up to 10 percent of your calories from added sugars found in many fun or treat foods.


WEIGHT


When I talk with clients about nutrition, one of the first things they bring up is weight—what about all the calories nuts contain? Well, there’s good news on two fronts. First, if consumed appropriately, nuts do not appear to contribute to weight gain and they may, in fact, help with weight maintenance. Second, new analysis of nuts has shown that the calories indicated in nutrition databases do not reflect the actual number of calories absorbed. So, in actuality, nuts contribute fewer calories than databases state.


Research studies have begun to assess how nuts in the diet might impact weight. One study, which was a collaborative effort of researchers at three universities, looked at weight-loss routines that included nuts and outcomes of those regimens. This observational study found that diets that included nuts improved patient compliance and led to higher weight loss. The researchers theorized that, in addition to aiding weight loss, the increased palatability of nuts might be a reason that people found it easier to adhere to a diet routine.


Several other, smaller studies have shown that inclusion of nuts in the diet does not contribute to weight gain when they are consumed as a part of a healthful, well-balanced diet. The Adventist Health Study found that consuming a one-ounce serving of tree nuts each week was associated with a 7 percent reduction in the occurrence of metabolic syndrome, a condition often triggered by weight gain. This study also found, similar to the Harvard study, that those who consumed more tree nuts had a lower prevalence of obesity.


When it comes to the actual number of calories absorbed from nuts, over the last several years the USDA has conducted studies on nut consumption and caloric absorption for almonds, pistachios, and walnuts. The studies found that almonds and walnuts have about 20 percent fewer absorbed calories than the number of calories listed in nutrient databases and pistachios have about 5 percent fewer calories. While the reason(s) for this is still not clear, USDA researchers theorized that it could be a function of inadequate chewing, making it more difficult to absorb the calories, or it could be due to the fiber content of the nuts.




HOW DO YOU CHEW?


One of the key components of satiety—how full and how satisfied you feel after eating—is how well you chew the foods you eat. Evidence shows that chewing more slowly, pacing the bites you take, and focusing on how food tastes improves your feelings of satisfaction and can help you with weight control. When you enjoy your next meal, take time to look at how the food fills your plate, smell the food, and notice the specialness of the meal. Also notice the texture, colors, and differences of foods on your plate before you start eating.





OTHER POTENTIAL HEALTH BENEFITS


Studies looking at other health benefits of nuts are growing. In addition, researchers are looking at nuts as part of an eating plan that helps older adults maintain physical function, mobility, balance, and more.


Studies have looked at walnut consumption and male fertility where men with fertility issues consumed walnuts for twelve weeks. Outcomes showed improved sperm vitality and motility in the group of men who consumed the walnuts.


The health of our gut is another area of research, with studies looking at the overall health of the gut when nuts are consumed, the impact of nut consumption on development of bowel disorders such as inflammatory bowel disease, and the role of nuts in reducing development of tumors in the gut. Studies in this area are in the very early stages, so many are done using animals, but they’re showing exciting outcomes related to gut health. Researchers are pointing to the fiber in nuts, along with the divergent phytonutrient content of nuts, as possible links to a healthier gut environment
and subsequent disease prevention. Stay tuned!


HEALTH TIP: The role of nuts in health promotion and disease prevention is still not totally clear, but we know that an eating plan that includes more plant foods is more healthful. While we may not know which nuts do what or how much you should eat or if those nuts will help you, choosing nuts over chips or candy will provide health benefits. No matter how “super” nuts are, their benefit is only as good as how healthful your overall lifestyle is. Don’t assume that one change to your diet or the addition of super foods will offset a lifestyle that is otherwise not health promoting.


HEALTH TIP: A healthy gut allows you to feel good and digest foods well, but it also helps strengthen your immune system. A major part—some estimates indicate it could be 70 to 80 percent—of the immune system is located in your gut. While research is still looking at how the gut impacts overall health, it does appear that a diet rich in plant foods—grains, fruits, vegetables, beans, nuts, and seeds—helps promote gut health, which may be another reason that nuts are good for overall health.


HEALTH BENEFITS OF INDIVIDUAL TREE NUTS


We looked at how nuts appear to contribute to overall health, but each nut has a different nutrient profile and impact to overall health. To help you understand how each tree nut is different and what each nut can contribute to your diet, let’s walk through the nutrition facts of tree nuts.


ALMONDS


Almonds and pistachios are a bit different from the nuts of other flowering trees in that these nuts develop within a shell that is surrounded by a hull, very much like other stone fruits (also known as drupes). This formation protects the nut.


When it comes to nutrition, almonds provide a wide variety of nutrients, including the major calorie nutrients. According to the US Department of Agriculture, one ounce of almonds, which is about 23 whole nuts, provides the following nutrients.




Calories / 1 ounce serving 163


Protein (g) 6.0


Total Fat (g) 14.0


Saturated Fat (g) 1.1


Monounsaturated Fat (g) 8.8


Polyunsaturated Fat (g) 3.4


Carbohydrates (g) 6.1


Dietary Fiber (g) 3.5


Potassium (mg) 200


Magnesium (mg) 76


Zinc (mg) 0.9


Copper (mg) 0.3


Selenium (mcg) 2.5


Manganese (mg) 0.6


Vitamin B6 (mg) 0


Folate (mcg) 14


Riboflavin (mg) 0.3


Niacin (mg) 1.0


Alpha-tocopherol (mg) 7.4


Calcium (mg) 75


Iron (mg) 1.1





USDA Food Composition Databases. https://ndb.nal.usda.gov/ndb/foods/show/3635?manu=&fgcd=&ds=.Accessed June 26, 2016.


The overall nutrient package of almonds is obvious, but to put the nutrition of almonds in perspective: ounce for ounce, almonds provide the highest amount of protein, fiber, calcium, vitamin E or alpha-tocopherol, riboflavin, and niacin of all nuts, in only 163 calories. In fact, the amount of manganese, magnesium, and vitamin E in almonds is at a level that meets the USDA definition for “excellent source of.” According to USDA, for a food to claim “excellent source of” the food must “contain 20 percent or more of the DV (Daily Value)” based on a two-thousand-calorie reference diet. In addition to containing high-level nutrients, the almond is a “good source of” riboflavin, copper, phosphorous, and fiber. The USDA definition for “good source of” is a food that contain(s) 10 percent to 19 percent of the DV. When you consider that seven of the nutrients in almonds put the nut into such high levels, it is clear why almonds can play a big role in a healthful eating plan.




[image: ]





The fat content of nuts is often an area of concern but what is important is the distribution of that fat into the less healthful saturated fat versus the more healthful unsaturated fat. Almonds provide a limited amount of saturated fat and a high concentration of monounsaturated fats, which likely is the connection between almonds and the reduction in heart disease risk. Monounsaturated fats, along with polyunsaturated fats, can help lower LDL or bad cholesterol levels. Research on the role of almonds and heart disease risk reduction spans more than twenty years with studies of varying size, duration, and intake but conclusions consistently have demonstrated the positive benefit of almonds in reducing LDL levels.


A recent meta-analysis looked at eighteen studies to assess the impact of almonds on blood cholesterol and triglyceride levels. The meta-analysis reported consumption of almonds helped improve blood lipid levels and helped reduce the risk of heart disease. The recent study did not provide a mechanism by which this impact occurred but suggested that the impact might be a result of several factors. The healthful fatty acid profile of almonds might be a reason for the change in blood lipid levels, or it is possible that almond consumption is associated with a healthier body weight or it might be due to the phytonutrient profile of almonds.




META-ANALYSIS


Meta-analysis is a systematic process that combines the results of similar studies to get an outcome that offers a higher degree of validity. A conclusion from a meta-analysis is statistically of higher significance than a conclusion of a single study. Meta-analysis is the highest level of scientific evidence, and if a meta-analysis includes studies that are randomized control trials (RCTs) the outcome of the meta-analysis would be at the highest level of significance. Meta-analysis of observational studies might provide a more significant outcome than a single observational study—it is still important to remember that observational studies are not designed to yield cause and effect, so the meta-analysis would give an indication, not a cause-and-effect outcome.





As a result of the earlier studies, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved a qualified health claim about the benefit of consuming most nuts and reduction in risk for heart disease. The claim was discussed in the beginning of this chapter but with regard to almonds the specific qualified health claim states, “Scientific evidence suggests, but does not prove, that eating 1.5 ounces per day of most nuts, such as almonds, as part of a diet low in saturated fat and cholesterol may reduce the risk of heart disease.” This recent meta-analysis clearly reaffirms the health claim.


BRAZIL NUTS


When we talk about superfood nuts the Brazil nut often is left out of the conversation due to its saturated fat content. The Brazil nut is the large seed of trees that grow in the Amazon jungle. The seed grows in clusters of eight to twenty-four inside a hard shell with a texture (but not a shape) something like a coconut.


The Brazil nut is a high-fat nut and even though it contains about 75 percent unsaturated fat, the healthier type of fat, the remaining saturated fat makes it the highest in saturated fat of any nut. When deciding if you want to consume Brazil nuts, you should focus on how they fit into your eating plan so that the saturated fat that they provide can be offset by other, lower saturated–fat foods.


In terms of nutrients the stars for Brazil nuts are selenium, copper, magnesium, and phosphorus. Their nutrient profile follows. The Brazil nut is an “excellent source of” selenium, actually providing 774 percent of the daily requirement of selenium (the USDA recommends 20 percent). In addition to being an excellent source of copper, magnesium, and phosphorus, it is also a good source of manganese and thiamin.
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Calories / 1 ounce serving 186


Protein (g) 4.1


Total Fat (g) 18.8


Saturated Fat (g) 4.3


Monounsaturated Fat (g) 7.0


Polyunsaturated Fat (g) 3.5


Carbohydrates (g) 6.1


Dietary Fiber (g) 3.5


Potassium (mg) 187


Magnesium (mg) 107


Zinc (mg) 1.2


Copper (mg) 0.5


Selenium (mcg) 640


Manganese (mg) 0.4


Vitamin B6 (mg) 0


Folate (mcg) 6


Riboflavin (mg) 0


Niacin (mg) 0.1


Alpha-tocopherol (mg) 1.6


Calcium (mg) 45


Iron (mg) 0.7





USDA Food Composition Databases. https://ndb.nal.usda.gov/ndb/foods/show/3641?manu=&fgcd=&ds=.Accessed June 26, 2016.


Because selenium is so widely distributed in the food supply, and because the Reference Daily Intake (RDI) is relatively low, deficiencies are uncommon in most Western countries.


Brazil nuts differ from other nuts in that they cannot carry the qualified health claim for nuts. The qualified health claim can only appear on nuts that contain fewer than four grams of saturated fat for a 1.5 ounce or 50 gram serving. Since Brazil nuts contain more than four grams of saturated fat in an ounce they cannot carry the claim.


HEALTH TIP: Due to the high fat content of Brazil nuts, they are very susceptible to rancidity. Prevent rancidity of the Brazil nut, and most nuts, by purchasing only the amount you need, storing them in the refrigerator for up to three months, and storing them in the freezer for up to a year. Be sure to store them in an airtight container to further prevent breakdown of the fat; and remember that each time you open the container, you expose the nuts to air, so the time they stay fresh may diminish. Of many popular nuts, these varieties are most susceptible to rancidity: English walnuts, pecans, Brazil nuts, peanuts, almonds, pistachios, cashews, and hazelnuts.


HEALTH TIP: The mineral selenium, which is found in the soil and water, works with vitamin E to protect cells from damage due to oxidation that can lead to heart disease and some types of cancer. Selenium is in Brazil nuts, meat, seafood, liver, and grains so consuming adequate amounts is generally easy to do. Supplementation should be considered carefully since selenium can be toxic in excess. Ask your physician and/or registered dietitian to determine if you need a supplement.


CASHEWS


Cashews are a bit different from other nuts. Cashews grow as a part of the cashew fruit, which is often referred to as the “cashew apple.” The reason for this term is that the cashew fruit truly looks like an apple, though it is more yellow-red in color, and the nut, which is grayish brown in color, hangs from the lower end of the cashew apple. The cashew nut is always sold shelled since the nut in the shell contains a toxin covering the actual nut.


Similar to the Brazil nut, cashews are not viewed as a Superfood Nut because of the higher saturated fat content and the lower unsaturated fat content. Few studies show any positive health benefits to cashews beyond the nutritional value they provide. The following shows the nutritional information for raw cashews.




Calories / 1 ounce serving 157


Protein (g) 5.2


Total Fat (g) 12.4


Saturated Fat (g) 2.2


Monounsaturated Fat (g) 6.7


Polyunsaturated Fat (g) 2.2


Carbohydrates (g) 8.6


Dietary Fiber (g) 0.9


Potassium (mg) 187


Magnesium (mg) 83


Zinc (mg) 1.6


Copper (mg) 0.6


Selenium (mcg) 6.6


Manganese (mg) 0.6


Vitamin B6 (mg) 0.1


Folate (mcg) 7


Riboflavin (mg) 0


Niacin (mg) 0.3


Alpha-tocopherol (mg) 0.3


Calcium (mg) 10


Iron (mg) 1.9





USDA Food Composition Databases. https://ndb.nal.usda.gov/ndb/foods/show/3645?manu=&fgcd=&ds=.Accessed June 26, 2016.
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Cashews are an excellent source of copper, manganese, and magnesium and they are a good source of phosphorous, vitamin K, zinc, and iron. As with most nuts, cashews are a source of protein, which makes them a good snack option as well as a good alternative protein for those following a vegetarian eating plan.


HEALTH TIP: Cashews are commonly found in Asian dishes such as Cashew Chicken. If this dish is a favorite of yours, consider two adjustments to continue enjoying it. First, try preparing the dish at home and reduce the percent of calories from saturated fat by choosing white meat chicken, sautéing the chicken and vegetables in canola or olive oil, and by adding twice as many veggies as chicken and cashews. Second, if you enjoy this at your favorite Chinese restaurant, then balance the rest of your day with healthier fat choices.


HAZELNUTS


While you may not know as much about hazelnuts as some of the other Superfood Nuts, hazelnuts can use the qualified health claim (see Almonds). Hazelnuts, sometimes referred to as filberts, even though botanically the two are not the same, are rich in mono-unsaturated fat, the type often found in the Mediterranean diet. In addition, hazelnuts contain more polyunsaturated fat than saturated fat, making them good choices for aiding in the reduction of LDL cholesterol.




Calories / 1 ounce 178


Protein (g) 4.2


Total Fat (g) 17.2


Saturated Fat (g) 1.3


Monounsaturated Fat (g) 12.9


Polyunsaturated Fat (g) 2.2


Carbohydrates (g) 4.7


Dietary Fiber (g) 2.7


Potassium (mg) 193


Magnesium (mg) 46


Zinc (mg) 0.7


Copper (mg) 0.5


Selenium (mcg) 0.7


Manganese (mg) 1.7


Vitamin B6 (mg) 0.2


Folate (mcg) 32


Riboflavin (mg) 0


Niacin (mg) 0.5


Alpha-tocopherol (mg) 4.3


Calcium (mg) 32


Iron (mg) 1.3
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