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HEART HEALTH

The Skinny on Fats

What you eat can affect your LDL (bad) cholesterol. Knowing which fats raise LDL 
cholesterol and which ones don’t can help you lower your risk of heart disease and 
stroke. Your body naturally produces all the LDL cholesterol you need. Eating foods 
containing saturated and trans fats causes your body to produce even more LDL, 
raising the level of “bad” cholesterol in your blood.

Saturated fats are fat molecules that are “saturated” with 
hydrogen molecules. They are typically solids at room temperature 
and occur naturally in many foods – primarily meat and dairy products. 

For people who need to lower their cholesterol, the American Heart 
Association recommends reducing saturated fat to no more than 5 to 6 percent of 
total daily calories. For someone eating 2,000 calories a day, that’s about 11 to 13 
grams of saturated fat.

Trans fats (or trans fatty acids) are created in an industrial 
process that adds hydrogen to liquid vegetable oils to make them 
more solid. Another name for trans fats is “partially hydrogenated 
oils.” Trans fats raise your bad (LDL) cholesterol levels and lower 
your good (HDL) cholesterol levels. 

Trans fats are found in many fried foods. Baked goods, such as pastries, pizza 
dough, pie crust, cookies and crackers can also contain trans fats. Since 2006, 
the FDA has required trans fat content to be listed on the Nutrition Facts panel 
of packaged foods. The American Heart Association recommends that adults who 
would benefit from lowering LDL cholesterol eliminate trans fat from their diet.

There are two kinds of unsaturated fats: monounsaturated 
and polyunsaturated. Monounsaturated fats have one (“mono”) 
unsaturated carbon bond in the molecule. Polyunsaturated fats have 
more than one (“poly,” for many) unsaturated carbon bonds. Both of 
these unsaturated fats are typically liquid at room temperature.

Eaten in moderation, both kinds of unsaturated fats may help to 
improve your blood cholesterol when used in place of saturated and trans fats. 
Unsaturated fats are found in fish (such as salmon, trout and herring), and in plant-
based foods such as avocados, olives and walnuts. Liquid vegetable oils, such as 
soybean, corn, safflower, canola, olive and sunflower, also contain unsaturated fats.

The Skinny on Fats. Retrieved from https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/cholesterol/prevention-
and-treatment-of-high-cholesterol-hyperlipidemia/the-skinny-on-fats

Limiting Saturated and Trans Fats

Here are some ways to lower your intake 
of saturated and trans fats:

• Maintain a diet that emphasizes fruits,  
 vegetables, whole grains, low-fat   
 dairy products, poultry, fish and nuts.   
 Also limit red meat as well as sugary   
 foods and beverages.

• Opt for naturally occurring    
 unhydrogenated vegetable oils such   
 as canola, safflower, sunflower or   
 olive oil.

• Look for processed foods made   
 with unhydrogenated oil rather than   
 saturated fat or hydrogenated (or   
 partially hydrogenated) vegetable oils.

• Use soft margarine as a substitute for   
 butter and choose soft margarines   
 (liquid or tub varieties) over harder   
 stick forms. Look for “0 g trans fat” on  
 the Nutrition Facts label.

• Doughnuts, cookies, crackers,   
 muffins, pies and cakes are examples  
 of foods high in trans fat. Don’t eat   
 them often.

• Limit commercially fried foods and   
 baked goods made with shortening   
 or partially hydrogenated vegetable   
 oils. These foods are very high in fat,   
 and it’s likely to be trans fat.

• Limit fried fast food. Commercial   
 shortening and deep-frying fats are   
 still made by hydrogenation and   
 contain saturated and trans fats.

• Consider using a food diary to keep   
 track of what you eat. It’s a handy way  
 to evaluate the healthy, not-so-healthy  
 and unhealthy foods you’re making a   
 part of your everyday diet.

https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/cholesterol/prevention-and-treatment-of-high-cholesterol-hype
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/cholesterol/prevention-and-treatment-of-high-cholesterol-hype
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Got questions on other health issues related to sleep health, physical activity, tobacco, or nutrition? Share them with us and 
we will help you “Bust The Myths!” Send your questions to usaf.jbsa.afmsa.mbx.hpo@mail.mil. Make sure to include in the 
subject line “Health Myth Buster.” For more online health tips visit the Air Force Health Promotion webpage https://www.
airforcemedicine.af.mil/Resources/Health-Promotion/

Dear Health Myth Busters,

I have been trying to eat healthier and don’t know what to believe when it comes to conflicting information about good vs bad 
fats. I have heard that butter is better for you than the margarine tub spread. Is this true? 

Sincerely,
Which Fat is the Best Fat?

Dear Which Fat is the Best Fat?,

No. Margarine usually tops butter when it comes to heart health. Margarine is made from vegetable oils, so it contains 
unsaturated “good” fats — polyunsaturated and monounsaturated fats. These types of fats help reduce low-density lipoprotein 
(LDL), or “bad,” cholesterol when substituted for saturated fat. Butter, on the other hand, is made from animal fat, so it 
contains more saturated fat.

However, not all margarines are created equal. Some margarines contain trans fat. In general, the more solid the margarine, 
the more trans fat it contains. So stick margarines usually have more trans-fat than tub margarines do. Trans fat, like saturated 
fat, increases blood cholesterol levels and the risk of heart disease. In addition, trans-fat lowers high-density lipoprotein (HDL), 
or “good,” cholesterol levels. So skip the stick and opt for soft or liquid margarine instead. Look for a spread that doesn’t have 
trans fats and has the least amount of saturated fat. When comparing spreads, be sure to read the Nutrition Facts panel and 
check the grams of saturated fat and trans fat. Limit the amount you use to limit the calories.

Sincerely,
Health Myth Busters

mailto:usaf.jbsa.afmsa.mbx.hpo%40mail.mil?subject=
http://
https://www.airforcemedicine.af.mil/Resources/Health-Promotion/
https://www.airforcemedicine.af.mil/Resources/Health-Promotion/
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