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NEW food products designed to offer consumers specific health-promoting benefits are coming to Canadian
supermarkets. Health-conscious food shoppers will likely welcome the expanded array of product choices.

Some of these "functional foods" will carry health claims that can help to educate consumers about scientifically-
established relationships between diet and disease.

Dietitians need to be ready for both the unique challenges and exciting opportunities in this new era of nutrition.
Will the advent of food products that have been modified to contain specific biologically-active components such
as lycopene or omega-3 fatty acids, for example, conflict with our long-standing messages of balance,
moderation and variety? Should we be recommending functional foods to all consumers, or only specific groups
at high risk of chronic disease? Where can we quickly get credible and up-to-date information about the science
behind these functional foods2 Will there be government regulations and monitoring to ensure these foods are
safe, even if some consumers ‘go overboard’?

This article provides examples of functional foods and discusses some of the relevant issues for dietitians.
A brief summary of Health Canada’s proposed regulatory framework for health claims as it might relate to
functional foods is also presented.

\What are functional foods?

In broad terms, all foods can be considered "functional”, in that they
provide the nutrients needed to sustain life and promote growth.
However, some foods contain biologically active substances called
phytochemicals that provide health benefits beyond basic nutrition.
Functional foods have been defined as foods that, when consumed as
part of a usual diet, would provide health benefits over and above basic
nutritional value, such as preventing or reducing the risk of chronic
disease!. However, there is currently no regulatory definition for
functional foods2. One reason is that this term has been broadly used in
marketing and the media to refer fo foods and beverages that may or
may not provide the implied health benefit2. For example,

O

some drinks sold outside Canada are marketed as "functional beverages"
and are claimed to enhance memory or boost energy, although these
claims have not been substantiated. Secondly, according to Health
Canada, o definition of a functional food, per se, is not required for the
authorization of a health claim on a "product-specific” basis2.

In this arficle, the term "functional foods" refers to foods characterized
as having beneficial health effects over and above the role of nutrients in
supporting normal growth and development and sustaining good health.
It is imporfant to understand that functional foods may be conventional
foods (e.g., dietary fibre in wheat bran), foods that have been modified
(e.g., margarine with added plant sterols, omega-3 eggs from hens fed
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