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Good fats
The subject of fats is a real hot potato, yet ignorance 
and misinformation abounds among the general 
public, health professionals and even nutritionists. 
Kaye Heyes reviews the latest scientific research...

T
here is much research 
linking a diet high in fat, 
especially saturated and 
trans fats, to numerous 
types of cancer, heart 

disease, and diabetes. an astonishing 
one in three deaths in the UK are caused 
by heart disease with cancer following 
closely behind at 28 per cent according 
to Cancer Research UK. statistics also 
reveal that 3.1 million people in England 
have been diagnosed with diabetes and 
diabetes UK suggest that a further half 
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a million remain undiagnosed. Plus the 
department of Health recently admitted 
that 24,000 diabetics die prematurely 
every year. all these facts and figures 
mean that it is crucial to get the message 
about fats right.

Consumer Confusion 
fat has a bad reputation because it 
contains more than twice the amount of 
calories compared with carbohydrates 
or protein. add to the mix the body’s 
almost limitless ability to store fat and 

you can see how eating fat equates to 
obesity in many people’s minds. since 
obesity became the number one public 
health issue, fats became targeted as one 
of the bad guys. on one level, it should 
be simple: choose healthier fats over less 
healthy fats. But a global study done 
in 2008 showed that more than half of 
consumers did not know which fats were 
healthier than others. 

another problem is that information 
regarding the amount of good fats 
we should be eating remains scarce. 
Unfortunately finding the answer is 
not straightforward. In 2007, the food 
standards agency updated their fat 
recommendations to include a breakdown 
of quality of fats as well as quantity. this 
is at least a step in the right direction 
although the information may be a little 
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much saturated fat, with many eating 
close to 50 per cent of their energy as 
fat, the food industry reports that low-fat 
and non-fat foods are the fastest growing 
segment of the food industry. so it seems 
we are all confused about fats.

Cell membranes
fats have a variety of roles. as well as 
providing the body with energy, they are 
needed to transport nutrients - such as 
the fat-soluble vitamins (a, d, E and K). 
they insulate nerve cells with around 80 
per cent of the myelin sheath made from 
fat. fatty acids are also a key component 
of hormones, prostaglandins and cellular 
membranes. 

the fat composition of cell membranes 
varies dramatically throughout the 
body. the fatty acid shape regulates the 
membrane function and its composition 
regulates membrane permeability. Cell 
membranes rarely include the omega-3 
fatty acid docosahexaenoic acid (dHa). 
However, in the brain 35 per cent of cell 
membrane phospholipids contain dHa 
and in the eye it can be up to 60 per cent.

omega balanCe
Nearly all chemical communication in 
the body depends on the correct balance 
between omega-6 and omega-3 fatty 
acids. Haas makes the claim that it is 
difficult to imagine any health problem 
that is not related to this balance. Most 
experts agree that the typical UK diet 
has far too high a ratio of omega-6 to 
omega-3, in some instances as much 
as 20:1. the preferred ratio is believed 
to be between 1:1 and 4:1 (omega-6 to 
omega-3), meaning a diet should provide 
at least as much omega-6 as omega-3 but 
no more than four times as much.

important pathways
Until the late 1990s, most experts believed 
that only two fatty acids were needed 
in the diet - the omega-6 linoleic acid 
(La) and the omega-3 alpha-linoleic acid 
(aLa). It was assumed that the body 
would make all of the other necessary 
fatty acids directly from dietary La and 
aLa. But in 2000 Cunnane argued that 
the term essential fatty acid (Efa) should 
no longer be used. Instead, he suggested 

that scientists 
and nutritionists 
should focus 
on a person’s 
ability to convert 
the parent fatty 
acid into the long-
chain polyunsaturated 
one, bringing focus to the 
Efa pathways from La to EPa and dHa, 
highlighting the fact that the capacity 
of individuals to convert through this 
pathway is reduced during disease states 
and in infancy. 
this re-classification has largely been 
accepted in the science community. 
furthermore, a 2003 study of vegetarians 
demonstrated that the conversion of aLa 
to EPa and dHa is poor even under normal 
circumstances. 

omega-3
Most people these days would recognise 
that fish oils are ‘good fats’ – even if 
they are not actually eating them. the 
government recommends that fish should 
be included at least twice a week in the 
diet, with at least one portion being from 
oily fish. 

omega-3 fatty acids are among the 
most extensively studied nutrients for their 
potential cardiovascular benefits. only a 
decade ago, medical evidence suggested 
that boosting EPa and dHa, with food 
or supplements had a strong protective 
effect on cardiovascular health. the picture 
is somewhat cloudier now. two reviews 
published this year examined previous 
clinical trials: one with over 68,000 
participants (Rizos et al. 2012) and another 
with 20,000 (Kwak et al. 2012). Both found 
that omega-3 supplementation had no 
effect on heart disease or death.

these results have already been 
questioned by a team of researchers 
who found the Kwak 2012 meta-analysis 
essentially flawed. they claimed that it 
included negative poor-quality short-term 
studies and discounted positive larger and 
longer term studies such as the diet and 
Reinfarction trial (daRt). 

daRt itself raised some interesting 
points for nutritionists that nutritional 
interventions should always be tailored 
to an individual’s specific needs – one 
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complex for the consumer to interpret.
Current fsa recommendations are 

presented as a percentage of total energy 
intake. In other words total fat content 
should not exceed 35 per cent of your 
total energy intake,  with saturated 
fats composing no more than 11 per 
cent and trans fats no more than two 
per cent. they also recommend that 
monounsaturated fatty acids should 
be included at 13 per cent of the 
daily energy supply with an additional 
6.5 per cent of calories coming from 
polyunsaturated fatty acids. 

How many people – indeed how many 
nutritionists – would be able to translate 
these figures into meaningful dietary 
advice! 

Whilst the government admits that on 
average the population consumes too 
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size does not fit all. and nutritional 
supplements do not necessarily have the 
same effects as the foods from which they 
are derived. 

omega-7 
Relatively recently omega-7, a new group 
of omega fatty acids has been stealing 
some of the lime light and attracting 
more attention too. they are a class of 
unsaturated fatty acids like omega-3 and 
omega-6. as you would expect from the 
name, the site of unsaturation is seven 
carbon atoms from the end of the carbon 
chain. the two most common omega-7 
fatty acids in nature are palmitoleic acid 
and vaccenic acid. sea buckthorn pulp oil is 
unique as it contains a high proportion of 
omega-7 fatty acids.

 sales of sea buckthorn oil marketed 
as omega-7 have certainly been on the 
increase. Benefits associated with this 
oil include promoting normal immune 
function, inhibiting the development of 
inflammatory disorders and helping with 
dry skin and eyes and vaginal dryness. 
Ingestion of omega-7 fatty acids may also 
increase cell membrane fluidity, whilst 
having a low susceptibility to oxidation 
unlike omega-3. omega-7 may also help 
with the conversion process of aLa into 
EPa. 

fat for another – or for a carbohydrate 
or protein – you never know if it is the 
nutrient gained or removed which is the 
key to a health change. taking saturated 
fat as an example: replacing some of 
the red meat in your diet with more 
vegetables would likely lead to increased 
insulin sensitivity, lowered blood pressure, 
reduced cancer risk, and weight-loss. 
However, replace that meat with refined 
carbohydrates and the opposite is true. 
Randomised controlled trials very often 
only look at one element and rarely do 
they look at both sides of the equation. 

as nutritionists we should ideally be 
starting with the person sitting in front 
of us: our client. Before we establish the 
appropriate dietary fatty acid intake – and 
supplements if needed – for any client 
we must recognise the key roles that fats 
play in the presenting health condition.  l
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It is still early days for omega-7 fatty 
acid research however, and initial studies 
are confusing. for example, one study 
claims that although palmitoleic acid 
has been shown to regulate metabolic 
processes in animal studies, its association 
with human metabolic diseases remains 
controversial. High blood levels of 
palmitoleic acid have also been associated 
with an increase in inflammatory markers 
and an increased risk of Metabolic 
syndrome in men. a 1994 study on men 
with hypercholesterolemia found that 
palmitoleic acid behaves like a saturated 
not a monounsaturated fatty acid in 
its effect on LdL cholesterol. What 
remains unclear, however is the ratio of 
palmitoleic acid ingested through food 
and that produced by the body.  
Whereas another study demonstrated 
that palmitoleic acid increased insulin 
sensitivity by suppressing inflammation 
– but only in mice with type 2 diabetes. 
similar studies in mice suggest 
palmitoleic acid may have a role in 
reducing fatty liver deposits and weight-
gain giving these fats a possible future 
role for weight management.

improving health
one of the sticky issues in this whole 
debate is that in removing one type of 
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