
HEALTHYBEANS
Nutritional Values & Benefits

Pulses like beans, peas, lentils and chickpeas are a simply delicious, naturally nutritious food. Because of
this, most national and international dietary guidelines recommend eating more pulses. The suggested
amount varies between at least one portion of 25 g dry/80 g cooked pulses per day - as in Portugal - up
to 3 cups (720mL) in the US per week.

The Planetary Health Diet by the EAT-Lancet Commission, which constitutes an optimal diet for the
health of humans as well as the health of our planet in terms of environmental sustainability,
recommends 75 g (dry weight) of pulses every day.

This actually fits the amount of legumes eaten daily by the people in the Blue Zones. The Blue Zones are
five regions worldwide, which were identified by scientists for the extraordinary longevity and health of
its residents.

Legumes are an important part in healthy dietary guidelines

Whatmakes pulses so healthy?
Pulses are mostly known for their valuable plant-based protein, but they are also high in fibre, complex
carbohydrates as well as in vitamins and minerals. Increasingly, research is revealing the wide-ranging
effects of the nutritional value of pulses on our health and even the prevention of diseases. Pulses such
as beans, peas and lentils are also low in fat.
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THENUTRITION FACTSOVERVIEW

Nutritional values and benefits of pulses

Plant-based Protein
● Pulses contain between 21 to 25%, lupins and soybeans even up to 40% protein by dried

weight, which is much higher than other sources of vegetable protein.
● Regular eating of pulses provides a good source of protein at a low cost compared to animal

protein sources, and can be used as a climate friendly meat alternative.
● By eating pulses together with grains (as in many traditional dishes, e.g. lentils with rice, beans

with corn, etc.) the amino acid content of the proteins complement each other very well.

Complex Carbohydrates
● The majority of the calories in pulses come from carbohydrates in the form of starch, resistant

starch (digested by beneficial bacteria in the gut), and small amounts of non-starch
polysaccharides (also digested by beneficial gut bacteria).

● Being rich in complex carbohydrates, and rich in fibre, pulses have a low glycaemic index. This
makes them an ideal food for the management of insulin resistance, diabetes and
hyperlipidaemia.

● Pulses contain complex sugars called oligosaccharides, which are non-digestible, fermentable
fibres. They are broken down by beneficial bacteria in the colon, which may result in gas
production and flatulence. With the regular consumption of pulses the gut will benefit and
digestive problemswill disappear.

Beneficial Dietary Fibre
● Pulses are rich in both soluble and insoluble fibres.
● Soluble fibre traps dietary cholesterol inside the digestive tract. The cholesterol is then

excreted versus being absorbed, which helps to lower blood levels of LDL cholesterol, especially
if LDL cholesterol levels were high to begin with. LDL is low-density lipoprotein cholesterol,
which is also called “bad” cholesterol.

● Pulses also provide substantial amounts of insoluble fibre, which help attract water to the stool.
This may help to combat constipation, colon cancer, and other digestive health conditions.

● Second meal effect: The second-meal effect is a concept first announced in 1982 by the
developer of the low-glycaemic index diet, Dr. David J. Jenkins of the University of Toronto. Dr.
Jenkins defined the second-meal effect as the effect the first meal has on the blood sugar level
after eating the second meal. Foods that contain fibre-rich legumes keep the blood sugar levels
relatively constant and so the blood sugar level spike that could occur after the secondmeal is
avoided. This effect is the result of viscous substances in the fibre that slow down the digestion
and absorption of the sugars. Therefore diets that contain fibre-rich pulses improve the blood
sugar control of the next meal and regulate insulin release better than low fibre diets.

Essential Vitamins andMinerals
● Potassium: Most pulses are good sources of potassium, a mineral that promotes healthy blood

pressure levels.
● Pulses contain copper (important for blood and nerve cells), phosphorus (growth process, as

well as the maintenance of bones and teeth), manganese (production of several enzymes and
antioxidants), and magnesium (needed for muscles and nerves to work properly) —nutrients
that many people do not get sufficiently through their regular diet.
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● Iron: Most pulses are a rich source of iron, which makes them important for vegetarians and
vegans, who do not get an animal source of iron. Without sufficient iron, there aren’t enough
red blood cells to transport oxygen, which leads to fatigue. Iron is also part of myoglobin, a
protein that carries and stores oxygen specifically in muscle tissues. Iron is important for
healthy brain development and growth in children, and for the normal production and function
of various cells and hormones.

● Dry pulses are an excellent source of the water-soluble vitamins thiamine and folic acid (crucial
during pregnancy for the formation of the nervous system of the unborn child) and a good
source of riboflavin and vitamins B1-6 (structure and maintenance of cells and metabolic
processes).

Anti-Nutrients
In the past, foods high in phytates - like legumes - were often considered to reduce the bioavailability of
dietary minerals and vitamins. Newer studies demonstrate that this co-called “anti-nutrient” effect can
bemanifested only when large quantities of phytates are consumed in combination with a nutrient poor
diet. Furthermore, researchers have discovered that phytates can actually protect against the risk of
osteoporosis and cancer. Nevertheless, it is important to soak and cook legumes well to reduce the
amount of phytates. (See the publication ”Cooking pulses from dry seeds”)

HEALTHOVERVIEW

The consumption of pulses provides a variety of health benefits

Research shows that a regular - preferable daily - consumption of pulses provides a variety of health
benefits, from reducing the risk as well as aid in management of many chronic diseases.

But please note: If you suffer from a serious disease, contact your doctor for advice.
Also note: Refrain from eating pulses if you have gout, arthrosis, histamine intolerance - because
pulses are so called histamine liberators and promote the release of the body’s own histamine - or

kidney problems.

Diabetes
Diabetes is becoming more common around the world as the overweight and obesity epidemic
continues. Eating a variety of legumes may be valuable not only in the prevention but also in the
management of diabetes. Pulses have a low glycaemic index, which means that an increase in blood
sugar level is reduced. This makes pulses an ideal food for the management of insulin resistance and
diabetes.

Heart Health
Pulses promote heart health due to what they contain (fibre and potassium) as well as what they do not
contain (no saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol, or sodium).
Elevated blood levels of triglycerides and cholesterol, especially LDL cholesterol, are significant
contributing factors to the risk of heart disease. Legume consumption has been shown to improve
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serum lipid profiles in patients with coronary heart disease, and research shows that a healthy diet,
which includes pulses, may reduce the risk of heart disease.

Cancer
Research has revealed that a healthy diet, which includes pulses, may reduce the risk of certain types of
cancer. Pulses are natural sources of antioxidants and phytochemicals; these compounds work in the
body to decrease the risk of cancer, as well as other chronic diseases.
Since pulses are rich in fibre, it can be inferred that eating beans will probably reduce one’s risk of
developing colon and rectal cancer. Research data indicating that the consumption of pulses could lead
to a reduction of stomach and prostate cancer was considered “limited, but suggestive”. The research
panel also considered that data suggesting that foods rich in folate (naturally occurring or fortified)
could lead to a reduction in colon and rectal cancer was suggestive, but limited.

Weight Loss
A meta-study has shown that eating three quarters of a cup pulses a day can result in losing weight.
Eating pulses also helps prevent the incremental weight gain that often occurs with age. Other
observational data found people who reported eating pulses were 22% less likely to be obese than
those who did not consume them. The reasons are: 1. Pulses have a low glycaemic index value, making
people feel full and less likely to overeat. 2. Protein in pulses stimulates gastric hormones that cause the
feeling of fullness. 3. Fibre in pulses increases chewing time and delays gastric emptying, reducing food
intake.

In the following research topics, initial studies show evidence, but more studies are needed for

validation:

Longevity
An individual’s diet has been shown to affect disease susceptibility and survival. Comparing the dietary
patterns of older adults is one approach to discovering if there is a common denominator that promotes
longevity. In a cross-cultural study looking at food intake patterns of adults 70 years and older, the only
statistically significant consistent indicator of longevity was pulses intake. For every 20 grams of
legumes consumed each day, there was a 7-8% reduction in mortality (based on hazard ratios). The
highest effect was found in black beans. The darker and more intense the colour of the legume, the
higher the content of secondary plant compounds.

Depression
Although depression and other mood disorders are complex conditions that often require
comprehensive treatment, evidence suggests that food choices can help with symptoms. In a study on
this topic, researchers from Spain looked at eating habits of people with and without symptoms of
depression. The individuals who didn’t have depression were more likely to be regular consumers of
pulses. Pulses are rich in the amino acid tryptophan and the mineral magnesium, both of which have
been linked to improvements in mood andmental well-being.

Parkinson’s Disease
The lectin levodopa (L-dopa) contained in the seeds, pods, and leaves of faba beans is used for
preparations in the treatment of Parkinson’s disease. It has prodopaminergic and neuroprotective
effects and is thought to be useful for the treatment and/or prevention of neurological pathologies
characterised by a decrease in the level of dopamine levels (such as in Parkinson’s disease).
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The Global Bean project is a European and global
network to promote and expand the use of legumes
in our kitchens & their cultivation in gardens and
fields.
See further information, authors
and references online:
info@globalbean.eu
www.globalbean.eu
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