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The Basics on Carbs, Protein and Fat 

 
Despite what certain fad diets would have you believe, we all need a balance of 

carbohydrates, protein, fat, fiber, vitamins and minerals to sustain a healthy body. But 

what are good carbs, protein, and fat choices for developing your own healthy eating 

plan? 

 

Carbohydrates 

 

Carbohydrates – food composed of some combination of starches, sugar and fiber – 

provide the body with fuel it needs for physical activity by breaking down into glucose, a 

type of sugar our cells use as a universal energy source. 

 

 Bad carbs are foods that have been ―stripped‖ or processed in order to make 

cooking fast and easy or to prolong preservation time, like white flour, refined 

sugar and white rice. They digest so quickly that they cause dramatic elevations in 

blood sugar, which can lead to weight gain. 

 

 Good carbs can’t be digested as easily. This keeps your blood sugar and insulin 

levels from rising and falling too quickly, helping you get full quicker and feel fuller 

longer. Good sources of carbs include whole grains, beans, fruit and vegetables, 

which also offer lots of additional health benefits, including heart disease and 

cancer prevention. 

 

Carbohydrates are our main source of energy for training and for growth, as well as for 

everyday activities. During the digestive process, complex carbohydrates are broken 

down into glucose. Glucose circulates in the blood and it the chief source of energy for 

refuelling liver and muscle glycogen that are used up during exercise. Since these are 

energy foods, you should try to consume the higher calorie carbohydrates early in the 

day. 

 

We need to eat more natural carbohydrates. Try to avoid or limit your consumption of 

processed carbohydrates such as bread, pasta, cereals and snack foods. 

 

Natural carbohydrates are basically broken down into 3 categories: 

 

1) Simple sugars cause a relatively sharp rise in blood sugar which can increase 

insulin and ultimately result in increased fat storage. These are relatively high 

glycemic carbohydrates. Examples: fruits, fruit juices and low-fat dairy products. 

Basic guidelines: 3-4 servings per day. 
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Note: Deserts, soda pop and candy fall into this category but have no nutritional value 

so it’s best to avoid them. White flour and white rice should also be avoided. 

 

2) Starchy carbohydrates supply a slower, steady release of glucose into the 

bloodstream. Glucose from starchy carbohydrates tends to draw forth a minimum 

insulin secretion and provides more sustained energy levels. Examples: oatmeal, 

cream of rice, grits, potatoes, yams, sweet potatoes, brown rice, corn, lima beans, 

kidney beans, peas, lentils and other legumes. Basic guidelines: These are your 

higher-calorie carbohydrates. They should be consumed early in the day. 

 

3) Fibrous carbohydrates come from plants that contain a relatively greater amount 

of fibre, which slows the release of carbohydrates into the blood stream even 

more. Examples: asparagus, broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower, carrots, celery, green 

beans, zucchini, and other salad vegetables. Basic guidelines: These are lower-

calorie carbohydrates. They can usually be consumed throughout the day, with no 

limitations. 

 

Sugary Drinks and Sweets 

 

Enjoy sweets as an occasional treat, but keep sugary soft drinks to a minimum – they 

are an easy way to pack calories and chemicals into your diet without even noticing it. 

And just because a soda is ―sugar-free‖ doesn’t make it healthy. Recent studies have 

shown that the artificial sugar substitutes used in soft drinks may interfere with your 

body’s natural regulation system and result in your overindulging in other sweet foods 

and beverages. 

 

Fiber 

 

Dietary fibre is found in plant foods (fruit, vegetables and whole grains) and is essential 

for maintaining a healthy digestive system. Fibre helps support a healthy diet by: 

 

 Helping you feel fuller faster and longer, which can help prevent overeating. 

 

 Keeping blood sugar levels even, by slowing digestion and absorption so that 

glucose (sugar) enters the bloodstream slowly and steadily. 

 Maintaining a healthy colon – the simple organic acids produced when fiber is 

broken down in the digestive process helps to nourish the lining of the colon.  

 

Note: Some types of fibre are also ―food‖ for the ―good bacteria‖ which are the 

healthy flora of the digestive tract. Maintaining a healthy flora in the digestive tract 
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helps with absorption of many nutrients, in addition to preventing the invasion of 

―pathogenic‖ micro-organisms. 

 

The 2 types of fibre are soluble and insoluble: 

 

 Soluble fibre can dissolve in water and can also help to lower blood fats and 

maintain blood sugar. Primary sources are beans, fruit and oat products. 

 

 Insoluble fibre cannot dissolve in water, so it passes directly through the 

digestive system. It’s found in whole grain products and vegetables. 

 

A healthy diet should contain approximately 20 to 30 grams of fibre a day, but most of 

us only get about ½ that amount. 

 

Whole Grains for Long-Lasting, Healthy Carbohydrate Energy 

 

In addition to being delicious and satisfying, whole grains are rich in phytochemicals and 

antioxidants, which help to protect against coronary heart disease, certain cancers, and 

diabetes. Studies have shown people who eat more whole grains tend to have a 

healthier heart. Make whole grains an important part of every meal. 

 

Make sure you’re really getting whole grains. 

 

The words stone-ground, multi-grain, 100% whole wheat, or bran, don’t necessarily 

mean that a product is ―whole grain‖. Look for the new ―Whole Grain Stamp‖ from the 

Whole Grains Council. If there is no stamp look for the words ―whole grain‖ or ―100% 

whole wheat‖, and check the ingredients to make sure each grain listed is specified as 

whole grain. Some good sources of whole grains are dark breads, whole wheat, brown 

rice, oatmeal, barley, millet, toated wheat cereals. Sprouted grains are the best sources 

of whole grains because they are gluten-free and don’t have phytates that bind onto 

minerals, preventing their absorption. Note: Make sure to read the ingredients to make 

sure that gluten hasn’t been added back into the ingredients. 

 

Avoid: Refined grains such as white breads, white pasta, and breakfast cereals that are 

not whole grain. 

 

Protein 

 

Protein makes up the structure of every cell in the body. Protein is specifically involved 

in the growth, repair and maintenance of cells. Protein keeps muscles healthy and firm 

and is made up of individual organic compounds called amino acids. 



4 
 

What can high-protein foods do for you? 

 

 Keep your immune system functioning properly  

 Maintain healthy skin, hair and nails  

 Help your body produce enzymes  

 

What events can indicate a need for more high-protein foods? 

 

 Muscle wasting  

 Weight loss  

 Fatigue and weakness  

 Frequent infections  

 Severe edema (fluid retention)  

 Slow growth and development in children  

 

 

Recommended Dietary Allowed for Protein 

Age category Grams of protein 

needed each day 

Children ages 1-3 13 

Children ages 4-8 19 

Children ages 9-13 34 

Girls ages 14-18 46 

Boys ages 14-18 52 

Women ages 19 + 46 

Men ages 19 + 56 

 

 

During digestion, protein in food is broken down into the 21 amino acids that are the 

basic building blocks our bodies use to create its own protein. Protein is synthesized for 

healthy muscular growth and development, healthy hair and nails, etc.. 

 

 Non-essential amino acids are those that the body can synthesize for itself, 

provided there is enough nitrogen, carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen available. Under 

normal conditions, twelve of the amino acids are nonessential.  

 

 Essential amino acids are those supplied by the diet, since the human body either 

cannot make them at all or cannot make them in sufficient quantity to meet its 

needs. In most cases the body needs 9 essential amino acids from the diet but 

sometimes it cannot manufacture enough and some others many also be required 

from the diet. 
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TABLE OF ESSENTIAL AND NON-ESSENTIAL AMINO ACIDS 

Essential amino acids Non-essential amino acids 

Arginine (in some cases) ** Alanine (from pyruvic acid) 

Histidine Arginine (from glutamic acid) 

Isoleucine Asparagine (from aspartic acid) 

Leucine Cysteine & Cystine 

Lysine Glutamic acid (from oxoglutaric acid) 

Methionine Glutamine (from glutamic acid) 

Phenylalanine Glycine (from serine and threonine) 

Threonine Ornithine  * 

Tr yptophan Proline (from glutamic acid) 

Valine Serine (from glucose) 

 Taurine  * 

 Tyrosine (from phenylalanine) 

* These are not encoded in our DNA for like the other non-essential amino acids, rather they are amino 

derivatives, meaning they are manufactured from other amino acids for certain bodily functions. 

** Arginine is not manufactured in sufficient in some cases so dietary sources are essential for certain bodily 

functions. 

Our bodies need protein to maintain our cells, tissues and organs. A lack of protein in 

our diets can result in slow growth, reduced muscle mass, lower immunity, and weaken 

the heart and respiratory system. Protein gives us the energy to get up and go....and to 

keep going.... 
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Protein is known to speed up your basic metabolic rate by 30%. Your basic metabolic 

rate is the speed at which the body burns calories while at complete rest (not sleeping). 

Protein is very thermic, meaning it helps to increase lean tissue and burn fat. Make sure 

to choose lean cuts of animal protein if you are not a vegetarian. 
 

 A complete protein source is one that provides all of the essential amino acids. 

Examples are animal-based foods such as red meat, poultry, fish, milk, eggs and 

cheese. 

 

 An incomplete protein source is one that is low in one or more of the essential 

amino acids. 

 

 Complementary proteins are 2 or more incomplete protein sources that 

together provide adequate amounts of all the essential amino acids. Vegetarians 

need combine whole grains with legumes to get a complete source of protein, such 

as brown rice and beans. Whole grains like wheat, rye, barley, brown rice and oats 

lack the amino acid lysine, for example, while legumes like beans, peas and 

lentils are rich in lysine even though they are low in another amino acid, 

methionine. By combining foods at a ratio of 2/3 whole grains to 1/3 legumes, 

you should be able to get a complete source of protein, providing all the essential 

amino acids that your body needs. 

 

 Do complementary proteins need to be eaten in the same meal? Research 

shows that your body can combine complementary proteins that are eaten within 

the same day. 

 

Functions of Proteins  

 Production and maintenance of structural proteins: The body manufactures several 

structural proteins, such as myosin, actin, collagen, elastin, and keratin, that 

maintain the strength and integrity of muscles, connective tissues (ligaments and 

tendons), hair, skin, and nails.  

 Production of enzymes and hormones: All of the enzymes, which are compounds 

that catalyze chemical reactions in the body, are made from protein. In addition, 

the hormones involved in blood sugar regulation (insulin and glucagon) as well as 

the thyroid hormones are synthesized from proteins.  

 Production of transport proteins and lipoproteins: Certain proteins are used by the 

body to carry various substances to body tissues. These transport proteins include 

hemoglobin (carries oxygen), transferrin (carries iron), ceruloplasmin (carries 

copper), retinol-binding protein (carries vitamin A), albumin and transthyretin 
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(both carry other proteins). Lipoproteins participate in the transportation of fat 

and cholesterol.  

 Production of antibodies: Antibodies, which are proteins, play an important role in 

the immune system by attaching to antigens (viruses, bacteria, or other foreign 

invaders), thereby inactivating the antigens and making them more visible to the 

immune cells (called macrophages) that destroy antigens.  

 Maintenance of proper fluid balance: Proteins participate in the maintenance of 

osmotic pressure, which controls the amount of water that is found inside of cells.  

 Maintenance of proper acid-base balance: Due to their ability to combine with both 

acidic and basic substances, proteins help to maintain the normal acid-base 

balance in the body.  

 

Food Sources  

Humans consume many foods that contain proteins or amino acids. One normally need 

not worry about getting enough protein or amino acids in the typical American diet. 

Foods from animal sources are typically rich in essential amino acids. These include 

chicken, fish, eggs, dairy products, beef, and pork. With the increasing emphasis on 

vegetarian diets, plant sources of protein are gaining in popularity. Such sources include 

dried beans (black, kidney, northern, red, and white beans), peas, soy, nuts, and seeds. 

Although plant sources generally lack one or more of the essential amino acids, when 

combined with whole grains such as rice, or by eating nuts or seeds with legumes, all 

the amino acids can be obtained.  

Basic Guidelines 

Protein is not stored in the body. It should be consumed throughout the day over 4 to 6 

meals. On an active workout program, you need about 0.8-1 gram of protein per pound 

of lean body mass just to keep yourself in a positive nitrogen balance. 

Nuts, Seeds, Beans, Tofu: Alternative Sources for Healthy Proteins 

Beans, nuts, nut butters, peas, and soy products are good sources of protein, fibre, 

vitamins, and minerals. To get all the essential amino acids, a vegetarian would need to 

combine a variety of protein sources such as beans, legumes and whole grains. 

Note: Many of the foods in this group provide iron, which is better absorbed when a 

source of Vitamin C is consumed with the meal. 

 

http://www.faqs.org/nutrition/Kwa-Men/Legumes.html
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Choose:  

 Black beans, navy beans, garbanzo beans, lentils and other beans.  

 Nuts like almonds, walnuts and pecans. 

 Soy products like tofu, soymilk, tempeh and veggie burgers are great sources of 

protein for vegetarians. 

Avoid: Salted or sugary nuts & refried beans. 

 

Fats 

Fat is one of the 3 basic calorie-providing food sources (along with carbohydrates and 

protein). Fat is the most concentrated sources of energy in the diet, furnishing twice the 

calories of carbohydrates or protein (over calories per gram). The components of fat are 

fatty acids – saturated or unsaturated.  

 Saturated fatty acids: 

- Are usually solid at room temperature and have a high melting point  

- Primary sources are animal products including red meat and whole milk dairy 

products. Other sources are tropical vegetable oils such as coconut oil, palm oil 

and foods made with these oils. Poultry and fish contain saturated fat, but less 

than red meat. For healthy choices of saturated fats, choose lean cuts of meat, 

skinless poultry and fish. 

- Too much saturated fat raises low-density lipoprotein (LDL or "bad") cholesterol 

that increases your risk of coronary heart disease (CHD).  

 Unsaturated fatty acids – 2 Types: 

- Are usually liquid at room temperature and come from vegetable, nut or seed 

sources.  

- They are sensitive to heat, light and oxygen and should not be used for cooking 

or they will easily become rancid. These oils can be added to salads or to steamed 

vegetables once they have been removed from heat. Storing them in dark bottles 

is a great way to protect them from the light. Taking these types of fats with 

Vitamin E is a great way to protect them from oxidizing.   
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1. Monounsaturated fats: 

- Are liquid at room temperature and turn cloudy when kept in refrigerator.  

- Primary sources are plant oils like canola oil, peanut oil and olive oil. Other good 

sources are avocados, nuts (almonds, hazelnuts, pecans), and seeds such as 

pumpkin seeds and sesame seeds. Most of these fats contain a higher ratio of 

Omega-6 over Omega-3. 

- People following traditional Mediterranean diets, which are very high in foods 

containing monounsaturated fats like olive oil, tend to have lower risk of 

cardiovascular disease.  

2. Polyunsaturated fats: 

- Are liquid at room temperatures as well as at cold temperatures.  

- Primary sources are sunflower, corn, soybean, and flaxseed oils, and also foods 

such as walnuts, flax seeds, and fish.  

- This fat family includes the Omega-3 group of fatty acids, which are anti-

inflammatory and your body can’t make. Foods rich in certain Omega-3 fats called 

EPA and DHA can reduce cardiovascular disease, improve your mood and help 

prevent dementia.  

 Trans fat: 

- Trans fats are created by heating liquid vegetable oils in the presence of 

hydrogen gas, a process called hydrogenation. This causes normally unsaturated 

fats to stay solid at room temperature. Partially hydrogenating vegetable oils 

makes them more stable and less likely to spoil, which is very good for food 

manufacturers – and very bad for you.  

- Primary sources of Trans fat are vegetable shortenings, some margarines, 

crackers, candies, cookies, snack foods, fried foods, baked goods, and other 

processed foods made with partially hydrogenated vegetable oils.  

- Trans fat raises low-density lipoprotein (LDL or "bad") cholesterol that increases 

your risk of coronary heart disease (CHD), as well as lowering HDL, or good 

cholesterol.  
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Fatty Foods are Mixtures of Different Fats 

Each type of fat or oil is a mixture of different kinds of fats. The following chart shows 

how common oils have a balance of different types of fat: 

Type of Fat  Monounsaturated Polyunsaturated Saturated Trans 
Olive oil 72% 8% 13% 0% 

Safflower oil 12% 74% 9% 0% 

Butter 26% 5% 60% 5% 

Stick margarine 2% 29% 18% 23% 

Adapted from Harvard School of Public Health: What Type of Fat Is It? 

The Omega-3 Group: Super Healthy Fats 

We should all be increasing our intake of healthy omega-3 fatty acids, which we need 

for body functions like controlling blood clotting and building cell membranes in the 

brain. We’re still learning about the many benefits of Omega-3, but research has shown 

this fatty acid can have a positive impact on:  

 Cardiovascular disease (CVD). Epidemiologic and clinical trials have shown that 

omega-3 fatty acids reduce CVD incidence (American Heart Association), by: 

 Decreasing triglyceride levels. 

 Decreasing the growth rate of atherosclerotic plaque.  

 Decreasing the risk of arrhythmias, which can lead to sudden cardiac death.  

 Helping to lower blood pressure.  

 Liver cancer: Omega-3 fatty acids may be an effective therapy for both the 

treatment and prevention of human liver cancers. (University of Pittsburg study) 

 Depression: Omega-3 fatty acid DHA reduces symptoms of depression probably 

because it increases gray matter in the brain. (University of Pittsburg study) 

 Dementia: Eating fatty fish, high in omega 3, lowers the likelihood of developing 

―silent‖ brain lesions that can cause memory loss and dementia. (University study 

in Finland) 

Types of Omega-3 fatty acids 

The three key members of the omega-3 family are: 

http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/what-should-you-eat/fats-table/index.html
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1) Alpha-linolenic acid (ALA)  

2) eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) 

3) Docosahexaenoic acid (DHA) 

The best sources are fatty fish such as salmon, herring, mackerel, anchovies, or 

sardines, or some cold-water fish oil supplements. Canned (albacore) tuna and lake 

trout can also be good sources, depending on how the fish were raised and processed. 

You may hear a lot about getting your omega-3’s from foods rich in ALA fatty acids. ALA 

is the most common omega-3 found in American diets and is found in abundance in flax 

seeds and flax seed oil, as well as walnuts. While your body may be able to convert ALA 

into EPA and DHA, you can’t be sure – only some people have the ability to do so. Thus, 

to insure you get enough of these vital nutrients, it’s prudent to include fatty fish or 

fatty fish oil supplements in your diet. But, if you eat no fish or fish oil, getting just ALA 

is better than nothing - your cardiovascular protection may still go up, though not nearly 

as much as with fish oils. 

Some people avoid seafood because they worry about mercury or other possible toxins 

in fish. Most experts agree that the benefits of eating two servings a week of these cold 

water fatty fish outweigh the risks.  

Choosing the best Omega-3 supplements 

When choosing an omega-3 supplement, keep the following in mind: 

 One 500-mg capsule per day is sufficient. Any more than that is extraneous and 

could even be detrimental to your health. The American Heart Association 

recommends consuming 1–3 grams per day of EPA and DHA. For certain medical 

conditions, higher doses of omega-3 might be beneficial, but make sure these are 

prescribed by a medical professional.  

 Choose supplements that are mercury-free, pharmaceutical grade and molecularly 

distilled. Make sure the supplement contains both DHA and EPA. They may be 

hard to find, but supplements with higher concentrations of EPA are better. A good 

ratio to look for is 3:2 (EPA:DHA).  

 Make sure they are stored in a dark bottle or have protection from light, heat and 

oxygen. They are very sensitive to these 3 things and tend to oxidize and go 
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rancid very easily. Some companies add Vitamin E to the Omega-3 supplement to 

protect it from going rancid. Vitamin E is a fat-soluble antioxidant. 

 Check the expiration date!  

The omega-6 to omega-3 ratio 

Omega-3 and omega-6 fats are both essential fats (meaning the body can’t make them 

and instead we need to get them from the food we eat). The proper balance of these 

two fats is extremely important for a number of reasons – one being that omega-6 fats 

are the precursors for pro-inflammatory molecules (which helps us avoid infections and 

promotes healing) whereas omega-3 fats are anti-inflammatory and turn off the 

inflammatory response when it is no longer needed.  

In recent decades the ratio of omega-6 to omega-3 fatty acids has become way out of 

balance in the western diet. Most people consume far too many omega-6 fatty acids and 

consume far too little omega-3 fatty acids. This ratio is one of the important factors that 

can help reduce the risk of heart disease, cancer, inflammatory conditions, and 

depression. 

Tips for helping to balance your intake of the omega fats 

 Avoid vegetable oils such as corn or safflower oil.  

 Reduce your consumption of meats and dairy products.  

 Eliminate highly processed foods.  

 Increase consumption of omega-3 rich foods such as wild-caught cold-water fish 

like salmon, flaxseed oil, and walnuts.  

Healthy Fats 

LEARN HOW TO CHOOSE THE GOOD FATS AND AVOID THE BAD FATS 

For over 30 years, fat in our diet has been considered the culprit in obesity, heart 

disease, and high cholesterol. Unfortunately, the resulting ―low fat‖ foods and diets 

haven’t resulted in most people controlling their weight or becoming healthier. In fact, 

the opposite is true. Most of this is due to the extra sugar added to food to make up for 

the ―loss‖ in taste. 
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It’s the type of fat that matters in addition to how much you consume. Reducing your 

intake of some types of fat reduces the risk of several chronic diseases, but other types 

of fats are absolutely essential to our health and well-being. 

Sifting through all the conflicting information on fats can leave you with even more 

questions. What do you need to know about polyunsaturated fat, Omega-3 fatty acids 

and other terms in the language of fats? Learn to incorporate the good fats into your 

diet while reducing your consumption of the bad fats. 

Myths and Facts About Fats and Oils 

Myth: Eating a low-fat diet is the best way to curb obesity. 

Facts: 

 The obesity rates for Americans have doubled in the last 20 years, coinciding with 

the advent of the low-fat revolution. 

 In the 1960’s, Americans ate 45% of their calories from fat – and only 13% of 

them were obese. Now, while most of them get only about 33% of their calories 

from fat, 34% of them qualify as obese! 

Myth: Low-fat diets are essential to help you lose weight. 

Facts:  

 Ironically, cutting fat out of our diets seems to have the opposite effect. While 

Americans have been eating less fat, they’ve been getting fatter. In place of fats, 

many people turn to foods full of easily digested carbohydrates, or to fat-free 

products that replace healthful fats with sugar and high-calorie, refined 

carbohydrates. 

 You need to cut calories to lose weight – fats are more filling, and curbing hunger 

can stop you from indulging in additional calories.  

 The 2006 Women’s Health Initiative Dietary Modification Trial showed that women 

on low-fat diets didn’t lose any more weight than women who followed their usual 

diets. 
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Healthy Fats are Essential to Good Health 

The human body uses fatty acids to do everything from building cell membranes to 

performing key functions in the brain, eyes, and lungs. The functions of fats include: 

 Brain – Fats compose 60% of the brain and are essential to brain function, 

including learning abilities, memory retention and moods. Fats are especially 

important for pregnant women, since they are integral to fetal brain development. 

 Cells – Fatty acids help your cells stay moveable and flexible, as well as being 

responsible for building cell membranes. 

 Heart – 60% of our heart’s energy comes from burning fats. Specific fats are also 

used to help keep the heart beating in a regular rhythm. 

 Nerves – Fats compose the material that insulates and protects the nerves, 

isolating electrical impulses and speeding their transmission. 

 Lungs – Lung surfactant, which requires a high concentration of saturated fats, 

enables the lungs to work and keeps them from collapsing. 

 Eyes – Fats are essential to eye function. 

 Digestion – Fats in a meal slow down the digestion process so the body has more 

time to absorb nutrients. Fats help provide a constant level of energy and also 

keep the body satiated for longer periods of time. Fat-soluble vitamins (A, D, E, 

and K) can only be absorbed if fat is present.  

 Organs – Fats cushion and protect your internal organs.  

 Immune System – Some fats ease inflammation, helping your metabolism and 

immune system stay healthy and functioning.  

Understanding The “BAD” Fats 

Damaged fat: When good fats turn bad 

A good fat can become bad if it gets damaged by heat, light or oxygen. Poly-

unsaturated fats are the most fragile. Oils that are high in poly-unsaturated fats (such 

as flax seed oil) must be refrigerated and kept in a dark container. Cooking with these 
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oils also damages the fats. Never use oils, seeds or nuts after they begin to smell or 

taste rank or bitter. 

The worst fats: Trans fats (trans-fatty acids) 

A Trans fat is a normal fat molecule that has been twisted and deformed during a 

process called hydrogenation. During this process, liquid vegetable oil is heated and 

combined with hydrogen gas. No amount of these trans fats is healthy - if your diet 

doesn’t contain enough good fat, your body will use the deformed trans fats instead, 

which could possibly contribute to major health risks from heart disease to cancer. 

So why are trans fatty acids (TFAs) so prevalent in commercial foods? Partially 

hydrogenated oils (what comes out of the hydrogenation process) are more stable (less 

likely to spoil), can be transported more easily, and can withstand repeated heating, 

which makes them perfect for frying up those French fries and burgers at your favorite 

fast food establishment. 

Trans fats may be found in foods like:  

 Baked goods – cookies, crackers, cakes, muffins, pie crusts, pizza dough, and 

some breads like hamburger buns  

 Fried foods – doughnuts, French fries, fried chicken including chicken nuggets, 

and hard taco shells  

 Snack foods – potato, corn, and tortilla chips; candy; packaged or microwave 

popcorn.  

 Solid fats – stick margarine and semi-solid vegetable shortening.  

 Pre-mixed products – cake mix, pancake mix, and chocolate drink mix.  

TFAs tend to raise total LDL (bad) cholesterol levels and lower HDL (good cholesterol).  

This can contribute to major health problems, from heart disease to cancer. No amount 

of trans fat is healthy, and should be kept below 1 percent of your total calories.  

Be a Trans fat detective  

Use your own investigative skills to avoid Trans fats: 
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 When shopping, read the labels and watch out for ―partially hydrogenated oil‖ in 

the ingredients. Even if the food claims to be Trans fat free, this ingredient tells 

you that the product is a trans fat suspect.   

 When eating out, put fried foods, biscuits, and other baked goods on your ―skip‖ 

list. Avoid these products unless you know that the restaurant has eliminated 

trans fat  

 Most states have no labeling regulations for fast food, and it can even be 

advertised as cholesterol-free and cooked in vegetable oil. Eating one doughnut at 

breakfast (3.2 g of TFA) and a large order of french fries at lunch (6.8 g of TFA) 

adds 10 grams of TFA to one's diet, according to the American Heart Association.  

 Some cities (i.e. NYC, Philadelphia, Seattle, Boston), as well as the state of 

California, have banned trans fats in restaurants. This has caused some big chains 

to start to move away from using trans fats. Learn more and look into whether 

your city or state is part of this group.  

Fats and your cholesterol 

For many people, unless you have diabetes, there is only a weak link between the 

amount of cholesterol we consume and our blood cholesterol levels. According to the 
Harvard School of Public Health, the biggest influence on blood cholesterol level is the 

mix of fats in your diet—not the amount of cholesterol you eat from food. 

While it’s prudent to watch the levels of cholesterol you eat, healthy fats can actually 

help your body process cholesterol in a more beneficial manner. For example: 

 Monounsaturated fats lower total and bad (LDL) cholesterol levels, while 

increasing good cholesterol (HDL).  

 Polyunsaturated fats can lower triglycerides and fight inflammation,  

 On the other hand, saturated fat can raise your blood cholesterol. Trans fats are 

even worse, since they can not only raise your bad LDL cholesterol, but also lower 

the good HDL cholesterol.  

!! If you have or are at risk for cardiovascular disease or diabetes: 

Do not change your diet without consulting your physician! 

 

http://www.americanheart.org/presenter.jhtml?identifier=532
http://www.cspinet.org/transfat/index.html
http://www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/what-should-you-eat/fats-and-cholesterol/
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The Bottom Line: How much fat is too much?  

It depends on your lifestyle, your weight, your age and most importantly the state of 

your health. People who have sensitive nervous systems, who are very emotional or 

have high stress lifestyles, tend to need more of the ―good fats‖ than the average 

person. The USDA recommends the following for the average individual: 

 Keep total fat intake to 20-30% of total daily caloric intake. 

 Limit saturated fats to less than 10% of your calories (Ex: 200 calories for a 2000 

calorie diet). However, if you are concerned about cardiovascular disease, the 

American Heart Association suggests a similar plan, but limiting saturated fats to 

less than 7% of your calories (140 calories for a 2000 calorie diet). You can figure 

out your personal daily fat limitations based on your body type and age here. 

 Avoid or limit Trans fats to 1% of calories (Ex: 2 grams per day for a 2000 calorie 

diet). 

 Limit cholesterol to 300mg per day. 

To summarize the above and reduce risks of heart disease, avoid eating rancid fats and 

Trans fats, eat a higher ratio of unsaturated fats over saturated fats and try increasing 

sources of Omega-3 in your diet. 

Try to avoid or limit the listed fats below to keep your fat intake around 20-30% of your 

daily caloric intake. 

- Margarine 

- Deep fried cooking oils 

- Cheese 

- Mayonnaise 

- Lard 

- Whole milk or cream

Fat-friendly lifestyle tips: Out with the bad, in with the good 

Okay, so you realize you need to avoid saturated fat and trans fat… but how do you 

get the healthy monounsaturated, polyunsaturated, and omega-3 fats everyone keeps 

talking about?  

 Dress your own salad. Commercial salad dressings are often high in saturated 

fat, unhealthy chemicals, and made with inferior, overly-processed, damaged 

http://www.myfatstranslator.com/
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oils. Create your own dressings with high-quality, cold-pressed olive oil, 

flaxseed oil or sesame oil and your favorite herbs.  

 What’s better: butter or margarine? Both have good and bad points. With 

margarine, choose the soft-tub versions, and make sure the product has zero 

grams trans fats and no partially hydrogenated oils. Regardless of whether you 

choose butter or margarine, use it in moderation and avoid adding it to other 

foods. Olive oil is a healthier substitute.  

 The meat of the matter. Beef, pork, lamb, and dairy products are high in 

saturated fat. Reduce your consumption of these foods. When you do eat them, 

choose low-fat milk and lower-fat cheeses like mozzerella whenever possible; 

enjoy full-fat dairy in moderation. Go for lean cuts of meat, and stick to white 

meat, which has less saturated fat.  

 Don’t go no-fat, go good fat. If you are concerned about your weight or heart 

health, rather than avoiding fat in your diet, try replacing all the bad fats with 

good fats. This might mean replacing some of the meat you eat with beans and 

legumes, and using vegetable oils rather than tropical oils, which tend to 

contain more saturated fats.  

 Ask what type of oil your food is cooked in. When eating out, ask your 

server or counter person what type of oil they use in their cooking. If it’s 

partially-hydrogenated oil, run the other way. Otherwise, see if you can request 

your food to be prepared using olive oil, which most restaurants have in stock.  

Resources 

Websites: 

http://www.faqs.org/nutrition/A-Ap/Amino-Acids.html 

http://www.whfoods.com/genpage.php?tname=nutrient&dbid=92 

http://www.essortment.com/lifestyle/proteinvegetari_smbn.htm 

http://www.helpguide.org/life/healthy_diet_fats.htm 

Books: 

Ab Circle Pro – Slim Down Nutritional Guide 

Diet & Nutrition – A Holistic Approach – By: Rudolph Ballentine, M.D. 

http://www.faqs.org/nutrition/A-Ap/Amino-Acids.html
http://www.whfoods.com/genpage.php?tname=nutrient&dbid=92
http://www.essortment.com/lifestyle/proteinvegetari_smbn.htm
http://www.helpguide.org/life/healthy_diet_fats.htm
http://www.fileupyours.com/files/247983/ab-c-3.jpg
http://www.amazon.ca/Diet-Nutrition-Rudolph-Ballentine-M-D/dp/0893890480

