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ESTI ASHER, MS, RDN, LD



With summer approaching and temperatures rising, we’re starting to feel the heat. On the subject of heat, let’s
talk about what causes some foods to be hot (i.e., spicy foods)—and their potential health benefits.

Below are 6 foods that are often used to spice up dishes, with some of their corresponding nutritional benefits.

Jalapeno Peppers

These peppers are particularly spicy and come in
both a red and green variety. In addition to being
a good source of fiber, vitamin B6, and vitamin
C, the unique component responsible for their
spicy profile is called capsaicin. Capsaicin is
anti-inflammatory, which is beneficial for heart
health, and has also been shown to increase me-
tabolism and decrease appetite.

Allicin is the name of the sulfur compound found with-
in garlic (and onions) that is responsible for its spicy and
potent flavor. This compound has antibacterial properties
and has been used for its medicinal properties throughout
history. Garlic is also particularly healthy because of its
copper, selenium, manganese, and vitamins C and B6, and
thiamine content.

Onion

Similar to garlic, onions are members of the alli-
um genus (i.e., they also contain allicin). In addi-
tion, they are a good source of potassium, a min-
eral needed for fluid balance, nerve transmission,
kidney function, and muscle contraction. Onions
are also very high in antioxidants, as well as rich
in gut-healthy fiber and prebiotics.

Black Pepper

This common and basic kitchen spice is rich in a com-
pound called piperine. According to some studies, the pip-
erine found in black pepper has antioxidant and anti-in-
flammatory properties. Animal studies have also shown
piperine to improve brain function and potentially benefit
conditions such as Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s.
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Ginder

The pungent compound within ginger is called gin-
gerol (and is related to capsaicin and piperine). Gin-
gerol has notable nutritional and health benefits that
boast medicinal properties, such as alleviating nausea
and relieving pain from arthritis and other conditions.
Additional benefits include antioxidant, anti-inflam-
matory, and antimicrobial properties.

Turmeric

While not necessarily considered hot, turmer-
ic definitely has a strong and pungent flavor. Cur-
cumin is the active ingredient within turmeric and
is responsible for both the flavor and the beneficial
properties. This has led to people buying turmeric
supplements and/or adding turmeric to a variety of
foods and drinks, including lattes. Nutritional benefits
of curcumin include helping to manage oxidative and
inflammatory conditions, arthritis, anxiety, metabolic
syndrome, and hyperlipidemia. There are also studies
that suggest it may help with recovery post-exercise,
including reducing inflammation and muscle soreness.

Esti Asher, MS, RDN, LD, is a Registered Dietitian Nutrition-
ist and Self-Care Enthusiast on a mission to help women reach
their ultimate health and wellbeing potential inside and out. She
shares credible, clear, and inspiring nutrition information with
women via her virtual private practice. To contact Esti with
feedback or inquiries regarding her nutritional services, please
email her at: esti@estiashernutrition.com or visit estiashernu-

trition.com.
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An Increase in Family
Mealtime May Lead to Increase
in Fruit and Vegetable Intake

While it may not be practical for all families all the
time, there are many benefits to sitting down and eating a
meal as a family—and the change of pace in summertime
often allows for more of that to happen. Benefits include
increased family bonding, decreased stress and tension
in the home environment, and modeling healthy eating
habits, among others.

New research published in JAMA Network adds anoth-
er potential benefit of family meals, and specifically when
they are extended by a mere ten minutes.

A randomized clinical trial took place in Berlin, Germa-
ny with 50 parent-child pairs, in which the parent was
most often the mother, and the child was aged 6-11 years
old. The two conditions tested were a standard family
mealtime and then a family mealtime extended by 50
percent (10 minutes longer on average). The significant
finding was the increased number of pieces of fruit and
vegetables eaten by the child during a meal. In addition,
children reported higher satiety levels, and a lower eating
rate (defined as bites per minute) was observed during
the mealtimes with longer duration.

Healthier Diet Correlated with
Increased Physical Fitness

The European Journal of Preventative Cardiology pub-
lished a study suggesting that a healthier diet is connected
to an increased level of physical fitness, more specifically,
cardiorespiratory fitness. This measurement displays the
body’s ability to provide and utilize oxygen for exercise
and involves different organ systems, including the lungs,
heart, blood vessels, and muscles.

Researchers evaluated the diet of 2,380 participants
in the Framingham Heart Study using the Harvard
semi-quantitative food frequency questionnaire, as well as
undergoing a maximum effort cardiopulmonary exercise
test, which is a gold standard assessment of fitness and
specifies the amount of oxygen used during high-intensity
exercise.

Ultimately, participants with higher diet scores (indi-
cating diets with an emphasis on fruits, vegetables, whole
grains, legumes, nuts, and healthy fats, while limiting alco-
hol and red meat) reported increased fitness levels. Since
a healthy dose of consideration for health generally pres-
ents in better food choices, as well as more attention to
physical activity, these findings are not that surprising. ©



