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Dietary fats
The entire eating pattern – not just one nutrient or 
one type of food – contributes to cardiovascular 
health. 

The evidence demonstrates that the type of fat and 
carbohydrate is important. For heart health:

• unsaturated is better than saturated fat, both of 
which are better than trans fat, 

• while wholegrains are better than refined 
carbohydrates. 

Has anything changed since 2009?

Image source: https://www.saxinstitute.org.au/publications/evidence-check-library/dietary-fats-cardiovascular-disease/
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Summary of dietary fat recommendations

Follow Heart Healthy Eating Principles which encourage:

• Replacement of saturated and trans fats with unsaturated fats

• Limit trans fats as much as possible

• No recommendations for dietary cholesterol

Health professionals can consider supplementing nutrition therapy with:

• omega-3 in people with heart failure and people with high triglycerides, 
and 

• plant sterols enriched foods in people with high absolute risk who 
required cholesterol lowering therapies. 

References: 
1. Clifton & Keogh (2017) Dietary fats and cardiovascular disease: an Evidence Check rapid review brokered by the Sax Institute for the National Heart Foundation of Australia, 2017.
2. Nestel et al (2015) Indications for Omega-3 Long Chain Polyunsaturated Fatty Acid in the Prevention and Treatment of Cardiovascular Disease. Heart, Lung and Circulation. Volume 24, Issue 8, Pages 

769–779
3. National Heart Foundation of Australia (2017) ‘Position statement: Phytosterol/stanol enriched foods’. Melbourne:NHFA
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Heart Healthy Eating Principles: 
putting dietary fat recommendations into practice

1. Plenty of vegetables, fruit, wholegrains and legumes 
2. Variety of healthy protein sources 

• Fish 2-3 times per week – source of omega-3
• Include legumes 2-3 times per week – limits saturated and trans fat
• Include nuts and seeds – source of monounsaturated fats, and 

omega-3 and omega-6
• Remove fat and skin from meat, game and poultry – limits saturated 

and trans fat

3. Reduced fat and unflavoured dairy 
• limiting source of saturated and trans fat, and free sugars
• Reduced fat associated with better outcomes for some 

cardiovascular risk factors 

4. Healthy oils including olives, avocados, nuts, seeds and 
their oils 
• source of unsaturated fats (MUFA and PUFA)

5. Using herbs and spices instead of salt 
Heart Foundation,  2018

Download here

https://www.heartfoundation.org.au/images/uploads/main/For_professionals/Heart_Healthy_Eating_Principles_2017.pdf


Frequently asked questions

1. Is butter back?

2. Cooking with coconut oil?

3. What about dairy?
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Frequently asked questions

Is butter back?
• Relatively small risk or neutral relationship between butter and mortality, CVD, and diabetes.
• In contrast to corresponding benefits of fruits, nuts, legumes, healthy oils, fish
• Margarines, spreads, and cooking oils rich in healthy oils, such as soybean, canola, flaxseed, and 

extra-virgin olive oil, appear to be healthier choices than either butter or refined grains, starches, 
and sugars. 

We recommend, as part of a healthy eating pattern, people swap butter for fats with 

unsaturated fat, such as olive and canola oils and spreads, avocado and nut butters. 

• Butter, if chosen, should be consumed only sometimes and in small amounts. 
• Choosing plant based oils like olive, canola, nuts and seed butters in place of fats like butter, lard 

and ghee is still a recommended strategy for heart health. 
References: 
1. Heart Foundation (2017) Dietary Fat and Healthy Eating. Position Statement.
2. Clifton & Keogh (2017) Dietary fats and cardiovascular disease: an Evidence Check rapid review brokered by the Sax Institute for the National Heart Foundation of Australia, 2017.
3. Pimpin et al (2016) Is Butter Back? A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis of Butter Consumption and Risk of Cardiovascular Disease, Diabetes and Total Mortality. PLOS 
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Frequently asked questions

Cooking with coconut oil?
• There is no evidence to support the consumption of coconut oil for heart health. 
• Studies which relate to medium chain triglycerides (a type of manufactured fat used for 

some clinical conditions) cannot be used to support coconut oil consumption, as coconut 
oil has a much higher level of lauric acid (a long-chain saturated fat). 
• Lauric acid, a type of saturated fat, is the main fatty acid in coconut oil. 
• Lauric acid, similar to other types of saturated fat, raises LDL-cholesterol. 

• Indigenous populations with high intakes of saturated fat derived this from eating 
coconut milk and flesh, not from processed coconut oil in the supermarket.

Coconut oil, like butter, is something to choose only sometimes and in small amount. 
Plant based oils like olive, canola, avocado, should be main cooking oil.

References: 
1. Heart Foundation (2017) Dietary Fat and Healthy Eating. Position Statement.
2. Clifton & Keogh (2017) Dietary fats and cardiovascular disease: an Evidence Check rapid review brokered by the Sax Institute for the National Heart Foundation of Australia, 2017.
3. Eyres L. (2014)  Coconut Oil and the Heart. New Zealand Heart Foundation,https://www.heartfoundation.org.nz/resources/coconut-oil-and-the-heart-evidence-paper
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Frequently asked questions
What about dairy?

Milk, cheese and yoghurt are:
• healthy snacks in preference to discretionary foods; and 
• contribute to healthy meals when eaten with vegetables, wholegrains or fruit. 

Similar to other foods like eggs and poultry, these foods are not associated with cardiovascular risk. 
• In contrast to corresponding benefits of fruits, nuts, legumes, healthy oils, fish

• Reduced fat dairy has been associated with a reduced risk for some, but not all, cardiovascular risk 
factors, such as high blood pressure and LDL Cholesterol.

• Eating less dairy fat, in favour of unsaturated sources of fat, is associated with a reduced risk of heart 
disease. 

The Heart Foundation recognises milk, cheese and yoghurt as common features of some (but not 
all) healthy dietary patterns, and recommends the reduced fat and unflavoured varieties as a 
healthier option. 

References: 
1. Heart Foundation (2017) Dietary Fat and Healthy Eating. Position Statement.
2. Clifton & Keogh (2017) Dietary fats and cardiovascular disease: an Evidence Check rapid review brokered by the Sax Institute for the National Heart Foundation of Australia, 2017.
3. Gorton D (2017) Dairy and Heart Health: Evidence Paper. New Zealand Heart Foundation: Auckland. https://www.heartfoundation.org.nz/resources/dairy-and-the-heart-position-statement
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Where to go for more information

For the community

Healthy Eating webpages

For health professionals

Dietary Patterns Webinar

Position Statements

For everyone

Recipes

Call the Heart Foundation Helpline to 
speak with a Heart Health Professional
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https://www.heartfoundation.org.au/healthy-eating
https://www.heartfoundation.org.au/for-professionals/food-and-nutrition/heart-healthy-eating-principles
https://www.heartfoundation.org.au/for-professionals/food-and-nutrition/position-statements
https://www.heartfoundation.org.au/recipes/category/summer
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