
 
 
 
 
 
 

UNDERSTANDING DIETARY FATS 
Backgrounder 

 
Healthy Dietary Fat  
Studies show that one of the most effective ways to lower the risk of high cholesterol and 
heart disease is by replacing saturated and trans fats with monounsaturated and 
polyunsaturated fat in a healthy diet.i  
 
Saturated and Trans Fat  
Saturated and trans fats contribute to elevated blood cholesterol levels, which can lead 
to hardening of the arteries and increase the risk of heart disease.ii  Replacing saturated 
and trans fat with “good” mono and polyunsaturated fats can help lower cholesterol 
levels and reduce the risk of heart disease and stroke.iii    
 
Saturated fat raises total and LDL “bad” blood cholesterol levels and increases the risk 
of heart disease.iii  Saturated fat is found in:  

� Animal products like meat and full-fat dairy products such as butter and cream 
� Fast foods and processed foods prepared with butter or hydrogenated oil 

 
Trans fat has been shown to raise total and LDL “bad” blood cholesterol levels; it also 
lowers levels of HDL “good” cholesterol.iv  Trans fat is found mostly in foods made with 
partially hydrogenated oil or shortening such as:  

� Fast food 
� Cookies 
� Chips 
� Crackers 
� Baked goods  
� Deep-fried food 

 
Monounsaturated and Polyunsaturated Fat 
Healthy dietary fat is a necessary part of our diet – studies have shown that “good” 
polyunsaturated and monounsaturated fats may help lower blood cholesterol levels.v 
Consumers should always read nutrition labels and select products higher in 
polyunsaturated and monounsaturated fats instead of saturated and trans fats.      
 
Monounsaturated fat can help reduce LDL “bad” cholesterol levels.  Monounsaturated 
fat is found in:  

� Olive oil  
� Canola oil  
� Soft non-hydrogenated margarine made from these oils 
� Mayonnaise made from these oils 
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Polyunsaturated fat can help reduce blood cholesterol levels and the risk of heart 
disease. vi Polyunsaturated fat is found in:   

� Safflower oil 
� Sunflower oil  
� Corn oil  
� Canola oil  
� Soy oil 
� Olive oil 
� Soft non-hydrogenated margarine made from these oils 
� Mayonnaise made from these oils 
 

Omega-3 polyunsaturated and Omega-6 polyunsaturated fats are essential to the 
diet.  Some omega-3 fats (DHA, EPA) have been shown to lower the risk of heart 
disease.vii   
 
There are three main omega-3 fats found in foods: 

• Alpha-linolenic acid (ALA) 
� ALA is an “essential” fat in the diet.  This means that our bodies cannot 

produce ALA, therefore it is essential that we get ALA in our diet.  Good 
sources of ALA include canola oil, walnuts, enriched eggs, flax, soft 
margarine and mayonnaise.viii  

• Eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) + Docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) 
� EPA and DHA aid in the development and maintenance of cells in the 

brain, nerves and eyes.  EPA and DHA also appear to protect against 
blood clotting, inflammation and other factors that contribute to reduced 
rates of heart disease.ix-x 

Serving Size 
� Canadians should get approximately 20-35 per cent of their daily calories from 

fat.  This is approximately 45-75 grams of fat per day for women and 60 to 105 
grams of fat per day for men.iii 

 
� Eating Well with Canada’s Food Guide, recommends that Canadians aim to eat 

30-45 mL or 2-3 tablespoons of unsaturated fat each day to get the fats they 
need. This amount includes oil used for cooking, salad dressings, margarine and 
mayonnaise. Choose soft margarines or vegetable oils that are low in saturated 
fats and trans fats instead of butter, hard margarine, coconut and palm oils, lard 
and shortening. 

 
Canadians can learn about how to incorporate healthy fats into their everyday diet by 
visiting www.healthyfats.ca, a new website that will provide valuable dietary information 
about healthy fats.  
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