
Oil – Th e Facts 
Fat has many functions in food. One of which is to provide fl avor. 
When it comes to cooking with oils, a little goes a long way. Often 
times you can eliminate, substitute or reduce the amount of oils 
used in recipes without altering the fl avor or quality of the food. 
By doing this, you can decrease the amount of fat and calories 
consumed at a meal. 

Did you know that one tablespoon of cooking oil contains 120 
calories? Th at is roughly 6 percent of your daily calorie intake if 
you consume a 2,000 calorie diet. You can see that fat is a concen-
trated source of calories. Oils are basically fats that are liquid at 
room temperature. Fats provide nine calories per gram, as opposed 
to carbohydrates or protein which provide only four calories per 
gram. Th is can be important to know for people who are trying to 
manage their weight or cholesterol. 

Importance of Fats
Th e overall goal for healthy eating is not to be completely fat-free 
but to decrease the amount consumed. Keep in mind that fat is 
one of the six essential nutrients, which are:

 – the Good, the Not so Good 
and Alternatives
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Let’s take a look at some common fats and their eff ect 
on the body and the oils that contain these fats. 

Fat is needed by the body for normal func-
tioning and health. Certain vitamins (A, D, E 
and K) are what we call “fat soluble” vitamins 
and can only be metabolized with fats. Fats 
also provide essential fatty acids which are 
fats that are required by the body for health, 
but cannot be made by the body. Fat is also 
important in body temperature regulation, as 
a storage form of energy in a time of fasting 
or decreased intake and it helps to maintain 
healthy hair and skin. 

Knowing this, how can we incorporate fats 
into our diet with the goal to improve health, 
not to produce weight gain or increased cho-
lesterol levels? It is important for you to know 
the diff erent types of fat and how they aff ect 
the body when trying to choose cooking oil. 

Conclusion
Overall, your best choices for oils are those 
that contain polyunsaturated or monounsatu-
rated fats. Regardless of the fat used, it is wise 
to use them in small amounts as fats provide a 
concentrated source of calories. 

Many times an alternative can be used that 
could save fat and calories. Alternatives to oils 
include using applesauce or yogurt in place of 
oil when baking muffi  ns or cakes. If a recipe 
calls for oil, try using half of the amount or 
eliminating it all together. Often times a little 
experimenting can help. In time, you will 
fi nd which substitutions work in a recipe and 
which do not. Many times you cannot even 
tell a diff erence that a substitution was made, 
but your heart and your waistline can! 
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Polyunsaturated Fats
Polyunsaturated fats are considered one of 
the “good” fats in the diet. Th ey can be found 
in saffl  ower, sunfl ower, soybean corn and cot-
tonseed oil. Th ey are thought to be “good” fats 
because they can help to lower total choles-
terol levels and bad (LDL) cholesterol levels. 
Th ese types of oils would be a good choice for cooking.

Monounsaturated Fats
Monounsaturated fats are also considered “good” 
fats and can help lower total and bad cholesterol 
levels along with helping to increase the good 
cholesterol levels. Common sources of monoun-
saturated fats are olive oil, canola oil, peanut oil 
sunfl ower oil and sesame oil. Th ese are also a good 
choice for cooking. 

Saturated Fats
Saturated fats are usually solid at room tempera-
ture. Saturated fats should be limited in the diet 
because they can raise your cholesterol levels 
which can increase your risk for heart attack or 
stroke. Th e American Heart Association recommends limiting your satu-
rated fat intake to 7 percent or less of total calories for the day. For example, 
if you consume a 2,000 calorie diet you would be allowed about 16 grams 
of saturated fat for the day. Common sources of saturated fat include hard 
margarine, butter, palm oil, palm kernel oil and coconut oil. Th ese should be 
used very sparingly, if at all, in the diet as they can raise cholesterol levels.

Trans Fats
Trans fats (also known as partially hydrogenated 
oils) are fats that are created as a result of food 
processing. Oil that was once liquid at room tem-
perature is now made solid at room temperature. 
During the process of going from a liquid to a solid, 
trans fats are created. Trans fats, like saturated fats, 
can aff ect your cholesterol levels much like satu-

rated fats do – they can raise your bad cholesterol levels and they can also 
lower your good cholesterol levels. 

Th e American Heart Association recommends that only 20 percent of your 
daily calorie intake go toward trans fats. Th is equates to about two grams of 
trans fats per day. Sources of trans fats include any processed food such as 
cookies, pies, frozen meals and fried foods from restaurants. You can moni-
tor your intake of trans fats by reading food labels since food manufacturers 
have been required to list trans fats on food labels since 2006. 
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The Obesity Action Coalition (OAC) is a National non-profit organization dedicated 
to giving a voice to individuals affected by obesity and helping them 
along their journey toward better health. Our core focuses are to 
elevate the conversation of weight and its impact on 
health, improve access to obesity care, provide 
science-based education on obesity and its 
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight 
bias and discrimination.
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The OAC knows that the journey with weight can be challenging 
but we also know that great things happen when we learn, 
connect and engage. That is why the OAC Community exists. 
Our Community is designed to provide quality education, ongoing 
support programs, an opportunity to connect, and a place to take 
action on important issues. 




