Choosing Heart Healthy Fats

By Vicky Kottyan, RD, LDN

Fats are essential to our diet, however should be consumed sparingly. Not only does fat intake affect weight, it can also affect heart health.  In addition to the amount of fat consumed, one must also consider the type of fat.  The type of fat can have negative or positive effects on our heart health, more specifically, our good (HDL) and bad (LDL) cholesterol levels.  Lipid profiles of good and bad cholesterol are predictive of cardiovascular disease risk.  Therefore, it is important to be aware of the type of fats we are eating.  

The most heart healthy fats are known as monounsaturated fats.  These fats are the “best”.  They are liquid at room temperature and help increase your good cholesterol while lowering your bad.  It is optimal to get most of your dietary fat from these sources.  

· Canola oil
· Olive oil

· Natural peanut butter (trans-fat and saturated fat free)
· Peanut oil

· Most nuts

· Avocado

· Olives

The “better” fats are known as polyunsaturated fats.  These are also liquid at room temperature.  These fats are heart healthy as well.  Omega fatty acids are included in this group.  Food sources include:

· Corn oil

· Fish oil

· Safflower oil

· Sesame oil

· Soybean oil

· Sunflower oil

· Most salad dressings

· Soft tube margarine (be sure this is free of hydrogenated oils and/or trans-fats)
“Bad” fats include saturated fats and trans-fatty acids.  Saturated fats increase both types of cholesterol while trans-fatty acids have been shown to decreased good cholesterol and increase bad cholesterol.  Therefore, trans-fats (hydrogenated fatty acids) are the “worst” fats and should be avoided.  Sources of these include shortening and stick margarines.  Saturated fats are found mainly in animal products and certain tropical oils. Sources of saturated fats include:

· Butter
· Meats

· Lard

· Fat back

· Bacon

· Sausage

· Coconut oil*
· Cocoa butter

· Palm oil

· Palm kernel oil

· Cottonseed oil
*There are some claims that coconut oil is beneficial to heart health, but research supporting this is lacking.  Coconut oil is extremely high in saturated fat and should be treated as one.  The National Heart Lung and Blood Institute, the American Heart Association, the CDC, and the Department of Health and Human Services support that coconut oil is not considered a healthy oil and should be avoided as such.   

When choosing meats, it is important to choose lean meats such as skinless chicken and turkey, lean ground turkey, and fish.  Beef and pork should be consumed sparingly and should be leaner cuts such as tenderloin, sirloin, and ground beef that is at least 90%-96% lean.  Incorporating meatless meals is a great way to cut back on saturated fat intake.  Try other healthy protein sources such as beans, nuts, and soy.  

It is important to read food labels to determine what types of fats you are eating.  Many times, trans-fats and saturated fats are hidden in foods to make them more shelf stable.  Be sure to read food labels for the amount of fats in foods, but also the ingredient lists for the types of fats, i.e. hydrogenated oils.  This will help you choose healthy fats that your heart will thank you for.  

For more information, call the Nutrition Therapy Department at Stanly Regional Medical Center at (704) 984-4359.

