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Fats and oils  
 
What sorts of fats are in foods?  
Fat in food is composed of two main types of fatty acids, saturated  and unsaturated . Unsaturated fatty acids 
can be either polyunsaturated  or monounsaturated .   
 
The fat in food is a combination of saturated, polyunsaturated or monounsaturated fats.  The proportions of 
each fatty acid varies greatly with different foods. 
 
All types of fat are high in energy (calories); each gram provides 9 kcals or 37kJ. 
 
How do these fats affect the heart? 
Saturated  fatty acids raise blood cholesterol levels. Some animal sources of oils high in saturated fatty acids 
include butter, lard, dripping, fatty meats and full fat dairy products.  Coconut oil and palm oil are plant sources 
of saturated fats.  
 
Reducing the total amount of saturated fat in the diet can help to lower blood cholesterol levels, one of the 
main risk factors for coronary heart disease.   
 
There are two main types of polyunsaturated fatty acids: omega 6 (n-6) and omega-3 (n-3) fatty acids. 
 
Omega-6 polyunsaturated  fatty acids are an essential part of the diet and play a part in reducing blood 
cholesterol levels.  These polyunsaturated fatty acids are believed to lower low-density lipoprotein cholesterol 
(the ‘bad’ form of cholesterol associated with coronary heart disease).  However, some studies suggest that 
high intakes may also lower high-density lipoprotein cholesterol (the ‘good’ form which may be protective to the 
heart).  

Oily fish (such as mackerel, salmon, kippers, herring, trout, fresh tuna and sardines) are the best source of 
the type of omega-3  polyunsaturated  fatty acids (known as EPA and DHA) that can protect against heart 
disease.  Omega-3 fatty acids are thought to reduce the ‘stickiness’ of the blood making it less likely to clot and 
preventing the heart from beating irregularly. They may also protect the coronary arteries, which carry blood to 
the heart, from some damage. Omega 3 fatty acids have also been believed to help reduce the levels of 
triglycerides in the blood (raised triglyceride levels are often associated with coronary heart disease).   
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Since we cannot make omega-3 fatty acids in the body, it needs to come from our diet.  Other sources apart 
from oily fish, include seeds and seed oils (e.g. linseed oil, rapeseed oil, soya oil, walnut oil), some nuts (e.g. 
walnuts), meat from grass-fed animals (e.g. beef), green leafy vegetables (e.g. spinach), soya beans and tofu, 
and omega-3 enriched foods. However, it is not clear whether the omega 3 fatty acids in these foods provide 
the same heart benefits as those from oily fish.  
 
Monounsaturated fatty acids have been found to help lower the amount of low- density lipoproteins in the 
blood and unlike polyunsaturates do not lower levels of the protective high-density lipoproteins.  
Monounsaturates can be found mainly in olive oil, rapeseed oil, avocado and nuts.   
 
Trans fats or “partially hydrogenated fats”: 
Trans fats (or trans fatty acids) are unsaturated fatty acids produced during the process of partial 
hydrogenation of vegetable oils into semi-solid fats (hydrogenation is the full process that turns a liquid into 
a solid).  This process is used for the production of hard margarines and partially hydrogenated fats (or oils) 
that are commonly used to make bakery products (such as biscuits, cakes, crackers, pastries) and fast 
foods. 

 
Trans fats increase low-density lipoprotein cholesterol (the ‘bad cholesterol’) and decrease high-density 
lipoprotein cholesterol (the ‘good cholesterol’) and so increase the risk of raised cholesterol levels.   
 
Trans fats are not always listed in the ingredients list of a food.  However,  
If a food lists ‘partially hydrogenated vegetable oil/fat’ on the food label you can assume that it contains trans-
fats.  As ingredients are listed in order of weight, products that have partially hydrogenated vegetable oil as 
one of the first ingredients listed are likely to contain substantial amounts.   
 
What oils are best for cooking and frying? 
The best oils for cooking and frying are those that have a high smoke point.  Unrefined oils (including 
unrefined olive oil) have a relatively low smoking point and are not suitable for cooking at high 
temperatures.  The smoking point is the temperature to which an oil can be heated before it smokes and 
becomes discoloured and is the visual indication that the oil is decomposing.  Heating oil beyond this point 
will not only affect the flavour of the food but can also result in the formation of trans fat and damaging free 
radicals. It is also sensible to avoid re-using cooking oils or eating foods cooked in oils that have been 
continually reheated . 
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What should I include in my diet? 
As well as reducing the total amount of fat we eat, you should try to reduce the amount of food you eat that 
contains trans and saturated fats and replace them with unsaturated fats.  When shopping, choose spreads 
that are low in both saturated fat and trans-fats – check on the food label. And cut back on foods such as fatty 
meats and meat products, cream, soured cream and crème fraiche, cakes, biscuits, pies and pastries.   
 
It is important to include both poly and monounsaturated fats in your diet – for example, from nuts, seeds, 
sunflower, rapeseed and olive oil spreads and oils.   But remember that all cooking oils provide 11g of fat per 
tablespoon and 100 calories. So use all oils sparingly, especially if you are trying to lose weight.  
 
Aim to eat fish twice a week with at least one portion of oily fish a week and not more than 4 portions of oily 
fish.  Females who are pregnant, could potentially become pregnant or who are breastfeeding, should eat no 
more than 2 portions of oily fish a week. 
 
If you don’t eat fish, you can get omega 3 fatty acids from other sources, such as linseed, rapeseed, soya and 
walnut oils, walnuts, beef, green leafy vegetables, soya foods or fortified products (e.g. omega-3 fortified 
eggs).  Although it is not clear if  the omega 3 fatty acids in these foods are as beneficial for the heart as those 
from oily fish.  
 
What about fish oil or fish liver oil supplements? 
Fish liver oils tend to be high in vitamins A & D and are a good source of omega-3 fatty acids.  Fish oils are 
low in vitamin A & D but contain substantial quantities of omega-3 fatty acids.   
 
If you are taking warfarin, check with your doctor before taking these supplements.  Fish oils appear to 
reduce blood clotting by reducing the stickiness of blood.  Oily fish in the diet is unlikely to cause a problem 
but capsules could make those taking warfarin treatment more susceptible to bleeding.   
 
How does the British diet measure up? 
In Britain, the total energy intake in the diet from fat used to be as high as 40%, and the percentage of food 
energy from saturated fat was estimated to be 16%.  The recommendations by COMA (Committee on Medical 
Aspects of Food Policy, 1994) stated that on 35% of energy should be derived from fat and only 11% should 
be from saturated fat.  However improvements have been made and now the average daily intake of energy 
from fat makes up 36% of male diets and 35% of female diets (National Diet and Nutrition Survey, Henderson 
et al 2003).  This shows that fat now contributes a lower proportion of energy in the UK diet than before.  
However the survey shows that saturated fatty acids provide 13% of food energy for both men and women, 
which still exceeds the recommended 11%. 
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If you would like more information on healthy eating, please ask for our booklets Eating for your heart, 
Reducing your blood cholesterol, Cut the saturated fat from your diet and Food should be fun and healthy. 
 
Additional resources:   

·  Guide to food labelling; So you want to loose weight… for good; Taking control of your weight 
·  Blood pressure 

 
Other organisations:  
 
Food Standards Agency 
www.eatwell.gov.uk 
 
British Nutrition Foundation 
High Holborn House 
52-54 High Holborn 
London 
WC1V 6RQ 
Tel: 020-7404-6504 
Fax: 020-7404-6747 
Email: postbox@nutrition.org.uk 
www.nutrition.org.uk 
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