
 CHAPTER 6, 
Dietary Cholesterol and Saturated Fat 

“A belief is not merely an idea the mind possesses; it is an idea that pos-

sesses the mind” 
                                                                   Robert Oxton Bolt  

Dietary cholesterol and saturated fat are routinely labelled as “artery clog-
ging”. People are lead to believe that eating foods containing these sub-
stances will lead to an early grave. Many readers will be surprised to learn 
that this notion is nothing more than a belief that has never been proven. 
When we repeatedly hear that these foods cause heart disease, we assume 
that scientists have actually done experiments that clearly demonstrate how 
this happens. The fact is that any experiments that have been done have ei-
ther been inconclusive or have actually proved the opposite to be true.  

This chapter specifically looks at dietary cholesterol and saturated fats in 
terms of what we have been brainwashed to believe about them. Through-
out the discussion, it has been necessary to make reference to HDLs as 
‘good’ cholesterol and LDLs as ‘bad’ cholesterol. Whether or not these are 
indeed ‘good’ and ‘bad’ respectively is a separate issue. The aim here is to 
simply show that what we have been told about the effects of dietary cho-
lesterol and saturated fat is wrong.  

During the early days, supporters of the cholesterol idea believed that eat-
ing cholesterol caused the level of cholesterol in the blood stream to in-
crease. The report that was widely circulated after the Consensus Develop-
ment Conference in 1984 (1) recommended that dietary cholesterol intake 
should be limited to 250 - 300mg per day. This constitutes roughly the same 
amount of cholesterol found in one egg.  
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These recommendations formed part of the Cholesterol Education Program 
and despite the fact that many doctors and researchers at the time did not 
agree, the idea became very popular.  

One of the more widespread suggestions, connected with this fear of di-
etary cholesterol was that it would be healthier to separate egg whites from 
the yoke. Since it is the yoke of an egg that contains the cholesterol, some 
‘experts’ thought that just eating the egg white would provide a good 
source of protein without the need to consume the ‘dangerous’ cholesterol. 
This idea became popular with bodybuilders and some health and fitness 
magazines jumped on the bandwagon to also popularise the idea.  

The egg is one of the most nutritious and well-balanced foods available. It 
is the very symbol of life and if it contains a high level of cholesterol, then 
this must surely tell us something about the need for cholesterol within the 
body.  

There are numerous examples that contradict the idea that eating choles-
terol causes blood cholesterol levels to increase. For example, the famous 
Masai tribe of East Africa traditionally eat large amounts of cholesterol and 
yet their blood cholesterol levels remain low (2).  

After the Cholesterol Education Program was distributed, large scale stud-
ies were published contradicting the idea that dietary cholesterol should be 
avoided. These studies showed no relationship between dietary cholesterol 
and cholesterol levels in the blood. As a result, even the strongest support-
ers of the cholesterol idea had to admit that the actual consumption of cho-
lesterol has got nothing at all to do with blood cholesterol levels.  

The latest UK National Diet and Nutrition Survey, states that “dietary choles-
terol has a relatively small and variable effect” on blood cholesterol levels (3).  

We know that the liver and the intestines make cholesterol in accordance 
with what the body needs. Cholesterol levels in the blood are influenced by 
a large number of factors and (as with everything) there are considerable 
differences between different people. One thing we do know for sure is that 
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the body can make cholesterol from not just fat, but protein and carbohy-
drate as well. Cholesterol is so important that the body has definite path-
ways to make it from just about anything.  

In addition to there being little evidence for a link between dietary choles-
terol and cholesterol levels in the bloodstream, there is also no evidence 
linking the cholesterol that we eat with heart disease.  

If cholesterol in our food causes heart disease, then logic suggests that pa-
tients who have heart disease would have eaten more cholesterol than peo-
ple who do not suffer with heart disease.  

Dr Uffe Ravnskov (6) has completed an analysis of ten studies that recorded 
cholesterol consumption and heart disease. In some studies the patients 
with heart disease had eaten slightly more cholesterol, however in other 
studies it was the people who did not have heart disease who ate more cho-
lesterol. In fact, overall, when the data from all the studies are combined, 
cholesterol consumption was slightly higher amongst people without heart 
disease.  

Saturated Fat and Blood Cholesterol  

As discussed in the previous chapter, the British Heart Foundation cites 
saturated fat as the main cause of high cholesterol in the UK. A similar 
statement is made by the National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute in 
America. Again, readers may be surprised to learn that the alleged link be-
tween dietary saturated fat and high cholesterol levels in the blood has also 
never been proven as a consistent finding.  

One of the largest studies ever done on this subject was the Framingham 
Heart Study. This study began in 1948 and involved around 6,000 people 
from the town of Framingham in Massachusetts. The people in the study 
were split into two groups – those who consumed a large amount of choles-
terol and saturated fat and those who consumed small amounts.  
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As discussed by Sally Fallon and Mary Enig in their book Nourishing Tradi-
tions (8), forty years in to the study, its director, Dr. William Castelli, had to 
admit; “In Framingham, the more saturated fat one ate, the more cholesterol one 
ate, the lower the person’s serum cholesterol”. In this highly significant study, it 
was shown that eating saturated fat and cholesterol actually lowered blood 
cholesterol levels.  

There are countless other studies that completely contradict the idea satu-
rated fat causes cholesterol levels to increase. Other authors have dealt with 
this subject in great detail (6, 8, 9, 10). Faced with a huge body of evidence 
against their hypothesis, the supporters of the cholesterol idea found them-
selves in a tricky situation. True to form, the cholesterol proponents were 
able to think of another modification to their idea that would breathe life 
into it for a few more years.  

The new version of the cholesterol idea states that it is not blood cholesterol 
in general that is increased by saturated fat in the diet, but more specifically, 
it is LDLs (the so called ‘bad’ cholesterol) that is increased by eating satu-
rated fat.  

The idea that saturated fat increases the number of LDLs came from studies 
that were done on animals. During one study, hamsters were fed high doses 
of saturated fat and it was found that this correlated with an increase in 
blood LDLs (11). Most people know that hamsters normally eat seeds, 
grains, nuts, and vegetables. Feeding a vegetarian hamster saturated fat, 
which it does not have the metabolic machinery to deal with, will undoubt-
edly have adverse effects. The hamster is not designed to metabolise satu-
rated fats. This experimental diet may have caused tissue damage in the 
hamster’s body. The natural response to this may be to make more choles-
terol in an attempt to improve cellular integrity and lessen the damage.  

If the foods that were fed to the hamster contained significant amounts of 
cholesterol, which of course they probably did, this would have accounted 
for another possible explanation. Not because there is anything inherently 
bad about cholesterol, but because vegetarian animals are not adapted to 
eliminating large amounts of cholesterol from their bodies (12).  
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Even if we accept these ill found animal experiments, there is strong evi-
dence showing that saturated fats do not increase LDLs, and this evidence 
is based on studies with people, who of course are omnivores, not vegetari-
an animals.  

A study that was published in the Lancet looked at data collected during the 
UK National Diet and Nutrition Survey (13). This study included 1420 peo-
ple. The researchers found no connection between saturated fat and the lev-
el of LDLs. No connection was also found between saturated fat and total 
cholesterol levels.  

A study published in The New England Journal of Medicine (14) compared the 
effects of a low fat (conventional) diet with a high fat diet. The people who 
took part in the study were split into two groups respectively. The people in 
the high fat diet group were asked to follow the Atkins Diet (15), which ad-
vocates large amounts of saturated fats from animal proteins.  

After one year, each group was assessed for risk factors associated with 
heart disease. It was found that there was no significant difference in total 
cholesterol levels or LDL (‘bad’ cholesterol) levels between the two groups. 
In addition, the group following the high fat Atkins Diet showed a signifi-
cant increase in HDL (‘good’ cholesterol) levels, throughout the entire study 
period. The people who ate the most foods high in saturated fat showed the 
most reduction in risk for heart disease.  

In 2008, a similar study was published in The New England Journal of Medi-
cine. In this study three different diets were compared (a low 
carbohydrate / Atkins type diet, a Mediterranean type diet, and a low fat 
diet) and this time the trial ran for two years. Again, the researchers found 
no link between increasing the amount of saturated fat in the diet and LDL 
levels (16). As with the study mentioned above, the diet that contained the 
most saturated fat produced the best overall results in terms of risk for 
heart disease.  

Another study compared a low fat diet with a high fat diet in women who 
are overweight but otherwise healthy (17). Again the people in the study 
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were split into two groups. One group followed a low fat diet and the other 
group followed a high fat diet. At the end of the six month study, choles-
terol levels were measured, and there were no significant differences be-
tween the two groups. The people in the high fat diet group had eaten twice 
as much saturated fat, yet their total cholesterol was unchanged, their LDL 
levels were unaffected and their ‘good’ cholesterol (HDLs) had increased 
slightly. The results observed in the high fat diet group were the opposite of 
what we should expect if we believe the supporters of the cholesterol idea. 
The authors of the study stated “This study provides a surprising challenge to 
prevailing dietary practice”.  

In another study a low carbohydrate diet was compared with a low fat con-
ventional diet (18). The people in the low carbohydrate diet group were in-
structed not to eat more than 30g of carbohydrate per day (just slightly 
more than is allowed on the Atkins Diet). The majority of the food eaten in 
the low carbohydrate group would have contained large amounts of satu-
rated fat. At the end of the one year follow up, changes in both total choles-
terol and LDLs were not significantly different between the groups. In addi-
tion, so called ‘good’ cholesterol (HDLs) had decreased more in people who 
followed the conventional diet that was low in fat.  

Yet another study compared the effects of low fat and high fat diets (19). In 
this study the people in the low fat diet group were instructed not to eat 
more than ten percent saturated fat. The people in the high fat diet group 
were allowed to eat as much saturated fat as they liked and unlimited eggs. 
The level of LDLs did not differ statistically when the results were com-
pared. The most significant difference between the two groups was that the 
high fat diet provided an increase in ‘good’ cholesterol (HDLs).  

It is worth mentioning one more study that was published in the Journal of 
the American Medical Association (20). This study compared four weight loss 
diets representing a spectrum of low to high fat and carbohydrate intakes. 
The diet which had the highest saturated fat intake, rather than producing 
adverse effects, showed the most favourable effects.  
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This group of people (who ate the most saturated fat) again showed the 
greatest reduction in risk for heart disease.  

As we can see there are numerous studies to show that saturated fat does 
not cause LDLs to increase. The evidence actually shows that LDLs are un-
affected by saturated fat and diets that are low in saturated fat cause levels 
of ‘good’ cholesterol to decrease.  

Some ‘expects’ suggest that longer studies need to be done before we can be 
sure that saturated fat does not have adverse effects on cholesterol levels. 
However, these people could be accused of having double standards, since 
some of the studies that are supposed to show adverse effects of saturated 
fats, such as the animal experiment mentioned above were just thirty days 
in duration.  

There are also studies that have looked at not just cholesterol levels but the 
actual incidence of heart disease, in the context of different amounts of sat-
urated fat in the diet. For example, a study published in the American Jour-
nal of Clinical Nutrition included 75,521 women, who were followed for 10 
years in order to determine the effects of different diets (21). The primary 
aim of the study was to determine the effect of increasing the glycemic load 
of the diet, but the amount of saturated fat was also recorded. The women 
in the group that ate the lowest amount of saturated fat had 186 cases of 
heart disease; whereas those with the highest amount of saturated fat intake 
had 139 cases. This study shows that saturated fat is involved in heart dis-
ease: not as a cause of the disease, but rather, as a protective influence.  

Researchers from Harvard University investigated the effects of different 
diets on the progression of heart disease. 235 women who already had heart 
disease were included in their study. The women were followed for around 
3 years. Just in the same way as the studies mentioned above, the re-
searchers found that saturated fat was not related to LDL ‘cholesterol’. They 
also found that greater saturated fat intake was associated with less pro-
gression of heart disease. Whereas, polyunsaturated fat and carbohydrate 
intakes were associated with a greater progression of heart disease (22).  
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We can see from the evidence presented in this chapter that dietary saturat-
ed fat and cholesterol do not affect blood cholesterol levels in the way that 
we are told. Neither do they cause heart disease.  

Our body’s response to different types of foods depends on our individual 
makeup and genetic heritage. Just how much saturated fat or any other nu-
trient an individual person requires is a matter of biochemical individuality.  
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