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 Is eating raw vegetables nutritionally 

healthier than cooked vegetables?   

You might have heard or read about this comparison.  Most raw vegetable „purist‟ 

and some nutrition experts will tell you it is healthier to eat raw vegetables because 

they believe that cooking vegetables destroys the vitamins and nutrients in raw 

foods.  Is that really true?  Some recent nutrition studies say no. One study 

published in The British Journal of Nutrition
1
 (2008) found that cooked vegetables 

can be just a nutritious as raw veggies and some are even more nutritious than 

uncooked ones depending on how they are cooked. 

In the study the researchers cooked a variety of vegetables.  They first steamed, 

stir fried, micro waved the vegetables for 2-4 minutes and found there was no 

significant nutrient loss.  Then the vegetables were boiled for 30 minutes and 

showed there was significant nutrient loss, most of nutrients were found in the 

water.  So, boiling vegetables may not be the best option in cooking some 

vegetables. 

And in another study, researchers found that people eating an all-raw diet had low 

levels of lycopene
2
. The study found that a group of 198 subjects who followed a 

strict (95%) raw food diet had normal levels of vitamin A and relatively high levels 

of beta-carotene (an antioxidant found in dark green and yellow fruits and 

vegetables), but low levels of other nutrients, such as lycopene (a potent 

antioxidant found in tomatoes).  

Lycopene is a red pigment found predominantly in tomatoes and other rosy fruits 

such as watermelon, pink guava, red bell pepper and papaya. Several studies 

conducted in recent years (at Harvard Medical School, among others) have linked 

high intake of lycopene with a lower risk of cancer and heart attacks. Rui Hai Liu, 

an associate professor of food science at Cornell University who has researched   

lycopene, says that “it may be an even more potent antioxidant than vitamin C”.  

Studies have also suggested that cooking actually boosts the antioxidant content of 

vegetables. It‟s well established that cooking can increase beta-carotene levels, a 
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nutrient which we use to make Vitamin A
3
. Studies have also found that we only 

absorb 1-2% of the beta-carotene in vegetables like carrots, but cooking can raise 

the level we can absorb to over 75%
4
. And while cooking Broccoli damages the 

enzyme myrosinase, which breaks down glucosinates (compounds derived from 

glucose and an amino acid) into a compound known as sulforophane, a nutrient 

linked to anti-cancerous activity, it increases the folate availability
5
. In this case 

broccoli is healthier raw rather than cooked. 

Why is cooking vegetables good? 

 
Cooking breaks down compounds in plants our body has trouble digesting like 

cellulose, a complex carbohydrate (polysaccharide).  Cooking makes food easier to 

digest and makes nutrients more available to our digestive system. Despite the fact 

that humans can't digest cellulose, because we (humans) lack the digestive 

enzymes to digest them, it's still an important part of a healthy diet. The cellulose 

fibers from vegetables and grains pass through our digestive system basically 

unchanged, called dietary fiber or roughage, which helps cleanse or scrub our 

intestines, keeps the intestines healthy and results in healthy bowel movements.  

 

Conclusion 

It‟s better to have a good mix of raw and cooked veggies in your diet. That way you 

get the best of both worlds. The key thing is not to presume that cooked vegetables 

are nutritionally poor, because they‟re not. They‟re also packed with vitamins and 

minerals, and some of them you can‟t get as easily by eating the uncooked 

versions. That‟s why it is important you eat lots of fruits and vegetables to have a 

healthy balance. So if you don‟t like to eat certain vegetables raw, cook them – it is 

better you eat them cooked than not eat them at all, no matter how many of the 

nutrients cooking might destroy. And it doesn‟t really matter whether you cook 

them or not, as long as you‟re eating your full servings of greens, reds, and yellows 

every day. You‟ll get the nutrients you need either way! 
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