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Nutrition- Micronutrients and Processed Foods  

What do we need from the food we eat? Nutrients! 

A nutrient is something that gives our body nourishment that we need to have to grow, to stay alive, 

and to be healthy and strong. 

 Nutrients are classified into two groups- MACRO nutrients, 

and MICRO nutrients. Macronutrients are the kind that we 

need to eat a lot of every day- carbohydrates (like noodles 

and bread), proteins (from beans, eggs, milk, or meat) and 

fats (from nuts, oil) 

Micronutrients are small but powerful- we need tiny 

amounts of many different micronutrients each day. 

Micronutrients keep our brains and bodies working, growing, and healing. Vitamins and minerals are 

micronutrients, but there are many more. There are more than 25,000 phytonutrients (phyto- refers to 

plants) in the plants that make up our food supply (1). An apple alone has over 400 phytonutrients! 

Scientists don’t know what all of those nutrients do for our bodies, but they do know that they are 

important and can not only protect our bodies, but make them healthier. If we do not eat enough fresh, 

unprocessed vegetables, fruits, and whole grains, our bodies cannot have what they need to be the best 

they can be. 

Sometimes people think they can eat whatever they want, even if it is not healthy, and then just take a 

vitamin pill to make up for eating badly. The problem with that idea is that in a vitamin pill you have only 

20 or so nutrients- and many of those are not in a form that is easily absorbed by the body. The best 

nutrition comes from whole foods that have not been ultra-processed.  

Not all processed foods are bad. Every time we freeze or can foods, or chop, cook or dehydrate a food, 

we have processed it. This is called minimally processing. Another category, however, is ultra-

processing. This is when foods have ingredients added for flavor and texture, and the natural 

micronutrients (which spoil easier) are removed. 

The Problem: 

In the United States, 98% of kids don’t get enough fresh fruits and vegetables. That means for every 100 

kids you see, only two eat enough fruits and veggies to do the best they can physically and mentally.  For 

many young people, over 60% of calories come from highly-processed foods instead of healthy foods. 

So why do we eat so many processed foods if we know they are not good for us?  

Because  

1. They taste good 

2. They are easy to prepare 

3. They last a long time on the shelf 

4. They are advertised in sneaky ways 

Ultra-processed foods taste good!  Food manufacturers are experts at making foods that taste 

wonderful. A lot of time and money is spent researching how to create foods that not only have an 

addicting flavor, but have just the right texture, smell, and looks that can manipulate our taste buds. 
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Just the right amounts of sugar, fats, salt, and artificial colors and flavors are added to the processed 

food to trigger the reward centers in our brains and encourage us to eat more. The problem is that 

when we eat such foods, we can quickly become accustomed to those additives- and natural, nutritious 

foods cannot compete with the flavors unless we retrain our taste buds. 

 The second reason we eat ultra-processed foods is that they are easy and quick. Life is often very busy. 

When you are hungry for dinner, it may take an hour or more to gather the ingredients and cook a fresh 

meal. Or, you can open a can, grab a box or a bag and have dinner ready in 5 minutes. Processed foods 

are designed to be inviting and fast to prepare. 

The third reason that ultra-processed foods are inviting is that the food last much longer than fresh, 

unprocessed food. It has, however, a negative side. To make a food last longer, the parts that make it go 

bad have to be taken out. The problem is that the parts that are thrown away include the nutritious 

micronutrients.  

The fourth reason we eat processed foods is because of advertising- and that advertising can be very 

sneaky. 

In the United States alone, more than $14 billion is spent each year advertising processed foods (2). If 

you watch movies or sports, use social media, or travel down a city road, you are being advertised to in 

ways you may not even recognize. Grocery stores are one of the biggest sources of exposure to food 

advertisement and often have thousands of advertisements in every department. 

When you walk into a grocery store, there are processed foods everywhere. Every box and container has 

inviting, colorful pictures that have been carefully designed to make your brain believe that the food 

inside is tasty and good. Many containers use pictures, colors, and fonts that make a food look healthy 

and desirable. But is it healthy? Or, is it just a sneaky way to encourage us to buy foods that taste good 

but are not good for our bodies? The next time you walk into a grocery store, notice the colors and 

pictures that are used on boxes. Notice where boxes are placed. For instance, the cereals that are most 

popular with young people are staged lower than those that appeal to adults. Become aware of how 

advertising influences your food choices. 

Processed foods have loads of macro nutrients (carbs, fat, and occasionally protein), but very few 

micronutrients- because the micronutrients would make the food go bad and must be removed. That 

means that those that eat a lot of processed food get way too many macronutrients but do not get the 

micronutrients that they needs to make them the healthiest person that they can be. 

Now that you know some of the reasons that you eat highly-processed foods, you are aware and can 

decide to make choices. Knowledge is power when it comes to eating! 

 Your body NEEDS micronutrients! 

Eating healthy doesn’t mean you can’t eat your favorite foods ever again- it just means you need to be 

smart about how you balance fresh vegetables, fruits, and whole grains with the foods that contain a lot 

of fat, carbohydrates, sugar, and salt.  

Microgreens are one way to balance your nutrients. They are small, but mighty! They each have 

hundreds of phytonutrients without any processing needed other than to harvest and chew. 

Microgreens are fun and easy to add to almost any meal to make it healthier. Microgreens are up to 40x 

as nutritious as full-grown vegetables, so you don’t have to eat a huge serving, just a handful several 

times a day. 
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What about you?  

• Do you LIKE vegetables? Why or why not? 

• Do you know how much fresh fruit you should be eating every day? 

• Do you know how many vegetables should be on your plate? 

• Do you know how to add unprocessed food to your meals? 

• How can you retrain your tastebuds to enjoy less processed foods? 

• Are you willing to try new vegetables and fruits so that you can be the healthiest, mentally and 

physically, that you can be? Why is a person willing to make changes, or not? 

 

Continue learning! 

Choose one of the questions above and using at least 3 resources, research the answer. Share what you 

learn with your class, family, or friends. 

 

1. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9102588/  

2. https://uconnruddcenter.org/research/food-marketing/  

 

Additional educational resources for adults and older youth are available at 

TheMightyMicrogreen.com :  https://themightymicrogreen.com/microgreen-research-articles/  
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