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Fats: a little four-letter word that caus-
es some to lick their lips in antici-
patory delight for the foods that

contain them, while making others cringe
with disgust. Although most fats are usual-
ly characterized as those tasty snacks that
often lead to that unwanted paunch, fats
can be part of a balanced and healthy nutri-
tional plan. The challenge is determining
which fats are “good” for you, which are
“bad”, and which are the downright “ugly”
ones.

Exactly what are fats and, if many of
them are so bad, why are they in our diets?
Fats are a group of chemical compounds
that contain fatty acids. All fatty acids are
made mostly of carbon and hydrogen atoms
and come in three types: saturated,
monounsaturated, and polyunsaturated.
A saturated fatty acid has the maximum
possible number of hydrogen atoms
attached to it; thus, it is “saturated”
with hydrogen. Such a molecule that is
missing a hydrogen is monounsaturated—
it has one point of unsaturation, and
hence, the carbons at that point are
double-bonded. If it has more than one
hydrogen missing it is polyunsaturated,
with multiple double-bonded carbons at
each point of unsaturation.

Our bodies need fat to survive—these
chemicals serve many vital functions in
the body, such as stabilizing mood, balanc-
ing insulin output, and forming part of
all cell membranes. They are also a potent
way to take in calories. However, taking in
too many fats, especially those consid-
ered bad, can lead to obesity, heart disease,
or stroke. 

The Good
Many nutritionists agree that monoun-
saturated fats are among the healthiest
fats you can eat. They are essential in help-
ing to control hormone production, keep
heart disease in check, and even main-
tain a healthy immune system. Almonds,
cashews, pistachios, pecans, and pump-

kin seeds are good sources of monounsat-
urated fats. Nuts have been shown to lower
low-density lipoprotein (LDL), or “bad”
cholesterol, levels by 10−15% (1). High
LDL levels have been linked to heart disease. 

Omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids are
another source of good dietary fats. These
two are often characterized as essential
fatty acids, or EFAs. The numerical digit
in “omega-x” refers to the last occurrence
of a carbon–carbon double bond in the
chain. One of the most common sources
of omega-3 fatty acids is fish or flaxseed
oil. Omega-6 is found in corn and sunflower
oils. These fatty acids, both polyunsatu-
rated, help to decrease LDL cholesterol
when incorporated as part of the daily diet.
A 1989 study in The Lancet showed that
of 2000 men who followed one of three
diets after suffering a heart attack, those
who ate a diet rich in omega-3 fatty acids
had a death rate 29% lower than those
who ate either a high-fiber diet or a diet
low in saturated fats (2).

Other benefits of a diet rich in EFAs
include improved circulatory, reproductive,
and integumentary health. They are also
believed to help with fetal growth and
development. 

The Bad
Saturated fats are perhaps the most preva-
lent of all the types of harmful dietary fats.

These fats can be found in meats, poul-
try, some vegetable cooking oils, and
processed foods. They are often injected
into meat and other products because of
their ability to help preserve the shelf life
of foods. However, saturated fats can lead
to numerous health problems, including
obesity, clogged arteries, high LDL choles-
terol levels in the blood, and heart disease. 

There is an ongoing debate among
nutritionists over which spread is less
healthy, butter or margarine. Although
both are saturated fats, butter is soft and
creamy in its natural form and doesn’t
have a long shelf life. Using too much
butter has also been linked to high choles-
terol levels in the blood. Margarine, on the
other hand, is derived from unsaturated
vegetable oil and has no cholesterol.
However, to get the creamy state found at
the grocery store, it has to be chemical-
ly altered. To convert margarine to this
semi-solid form, manufacturers perform
a process called hydrogenation, the addi-
tion of hydrogen atoms until the oil
achieves the desired consistency. 

The Ugly
We’ve all heard about the sins of butter
and that rather than adding a little pat
to your potatoes or spreading another
dollop on your sandwich, you might just
as well save time by injecting it straight
into your arteries. Butter, of course, contains
saturated fats and cholesterol, two of the
major players in atherosclerosis or hard-
ening of the arteries. For this reason, the
media of the 1980s was rife with adver-
tisements lauding the advantages of the
wonder spread, margarine-the cholesterol-
free substitute for butter.

But all is not as it seems, for two
reasons. Firstly, margarine contains prac-
tically the same amount of total fat as
butter (80 vs 81%). And, although
margarine naturally contains high levels
of poly- and monounsaturated fatty acids-
the kind for which we aim-many of the
spread’s manufacturers have removed this
benefit in an effort to make it more spread-
able. They accomplished this by hydro-
genating the monounsaturated fat, creat-
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ing trans-fats, which behave in the body
much as saturated fats do-in some case,
raising serum cholesterol levels. So, if you
want to keep your toast as healthy as possi-
ble, try to stick with nonhydrogenated
margarine.

Moderation Is Key
Nutritionists agree that not all fats should
be cut out of one’s diet, just the bad ones.
Linda Griffin, a certified nutritionist, says
monounsaturated and omega-3 fatty acids
are vital to a healthy diet. “That’s why we
call a group of fats ‘essential fatty acids’.
Cutting out [good fats] completely would
lead to other health problems such as

eczema and psoriasis, hair loss, impaired
immune function, and neurological dysfunc-
tion,” says Griffin. 

Deborah Marcus, a nutritional consult-
ant, believes eliminating bad fats, contrary
to popular belief, can be done. “You just
substitute good fats instead of the bad ones,”
she says. “If you need fats, like margarine,
on your toast, then use a teaspoon of
almond, sesame, or soy butter, and maybe
even some flaxseed oil.” But how much of
the good fats should be ingested to have a
balanced diet? “I can’t imagine anyone
except cancer patients and anorexics need-
ing more than 20 g of fat [daily] in their
diet,” says Marcus. She goes on to say that

an ideal percentage of total caloric intake
is between 10 and 15% fats but makes it
clear that each person’s body is unique.

Other factors play a vital role in deter-
mining appropriate fat intake. One in partic-
ular is the body’s metabolism. 

Eliminating bad fats from one’s diet
and finding the right balance of good
fats and other foods is also important. 

There are many diets on the market,
such as the popular Atkins Diet, that tout
high fat and low carbohydrates for weight
loss. However, are high-fat diets, even if
they contain high levels of “good” fats,
healthy? Marcus believes high-fat diets like
the Atkins Diet are good only for about
three months. “I don’t believe in a high-
fat, high-protein, low-[carbohydrate] combi-
nation,” says Griffin. “It is important to
adopt eating habits that can be followed
for the long term to maintain a healthy
weight,” she says. 

There are some people who, despite
taking in high levels of bad fats, have excel-
lent health. An example of such a group
is the population of France. As a whole,
the French have very few cases of high LDL
cholesterol and heart disease, despite
having a diet high in rich cream sauces
and cheese. Some believe that heredity
plays a major part in the body’s ability to
metabolize fats. 

Nutritionists agree that the value of
changing bad eating habits and adding
regular exercise cannot be underestimat-
ed in improving health. However, it is
important to note that an increase in exer-
cise does not offset an increase in harm-
ful fat consumption. 

Monounsaturated fats and omega-3 and
omega-6 fatty acids make fats a “good”
addition to one’s diet. The more tasty and
prevalent bad fats in pizza, cookies, and
cakes may tickle our taste buds, but are
definitely a foe everyone can live without.

Suggested Reading
American Heart Association’s dietary guide;

www.deliciousdecisions.org.
Chemical of the Week—Fats & Oils; http://scifun.

chem.wisc.edu/chemweek/fatsoils/fats&oils.html.
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