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“Let food be thy medicine 
and medicine be thy food.”

This quote, attributed to Hippocrates, reflects the 
age-old desire of people to heal or even prevent 
 diseases with certain foods. The term “functional 
food,” coined in Japan and the USA in the 1970s, 
refers to foodstuffs fortified with different probiot-
ics or microorganisms, the specific health-promot-
ing benefits of which must be sufficiently scientifi-
cally substantiated. Thanks to the constantly rising 
health awareness among the population, functional 
foods are gaining in popularity. Examples of popu-
lar products include types of margarine enriched 
with phytosterols that block the absorption of cho-
lesterol from the gut and can thereby lower LDL 
cholesterol levels in the blood or probiotic milk 
products containing highly resistant lactic acid 
 bacteria intended to strengthen the immune system 
and improve the intestinal flora. The addition of 
calcium to fruit juice, eggs with a very high content 
of unsaturated fatty acids, bread with linolenic acid 
or the general enrichment of foods with various 
 vitamins constitute further examples.

More recent trends on the foods market include 
genetically modified products, e. g. tomatoes with 
double the content of the red carotenoid pigment 
lycopene, green lettuce with more xanthophyll 
( lutein) or iron-enriched types of rice. Meanwhile, 
functional foods are more commonly being re-

ferred  to as nutraceuticals or designer foods, and 
naturally are not designed to help acute symptoms. 
rather,

they mitigate the long-term health risks 
from cancer, cardiovascular diseases or chronic 
degenerative conditions and slow down aging 
processes.

That said, the effects of functional food targeting 
the long term are exactly what makes it difficult to 
assess their benefits. Potential side effects like in 
the above-mentioned types of margarine leak out to 
the public very slowly and skepticism is advised 
 because plant-based foods contain hundreds of sub-
stances that do not exert the positive effects attrib-
uted to them until combined together. It is therefore 
no wonder that there has been a lack of scientific 
substantiation of the postulated benefits of func-
tional foods by large-scale studies to date. Likewise, 
 answers still need to be found to questions about 
changes in taste, the optimization of composition 
and particularly about any adverse health effects 
(Crowe et Francis 2013). Functional food products 
are way more expensive than normal produce. The 
German Nutrition Society has justifiably issued 
statements that nutritional defects cannot be com-
pensated for with functional food.
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