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Food and Nutrition Myths: Cholesterol

Myth: Foods containing cholesterol should be avoided
Answer: Cholesterol in foods is not the main reason for your high cholesterol

To understand more about diet and cholesterol let’s take a look at 
the role cholesterol plays in our overall health.

Cholesterol, a nutrient produced by our bodies, is a waxy, fat-
like substance that’s found in all our cells and is used to produce 
hormones, synthesize vitamin D, and aid digestion. You can’t 
survive without cholesterol and the key functions it performs.

Cholesterol is carried through our bloodstream by low-density 
lipoprotein (LDL) and high-density lipoprotein (HDL) – often 
remembered as (L)ousy cholesterol and (H)ealthy cholesterol. 
HDL carries cholesterol away from our heart and other organs 
to our liver where it is eliminated from our bloodstream, whereas 
LDL transports cholesterol from our liver to our cells so our bodies have what they need to function 
properly. Too much LDL however, can be harmful because it can build up in our arteries, causing plaque 
that can lead to a heart attack or stroke. 

A common misperception is that eating foods containing cholesterol automatically increases our blood 
cholesterol levels. Except for about 20% of the population (whose bodies can’t compensate for dietary 
cholesterol by decreasing the amount their bodies make) this isn’t the case. Rather, blood cholesterol is 
largely affected by the types of fat and carbohydrate that we eat.

Fats
Unsaturated fats are the good fats to enjoy. Monounsaturated fats are found in foods such as creamy 
avocados, crunchy nuts like almonds, pecans and hazelnuts and seeds like sesame and pumpkin as well 
as olive oil. Heart-healthy omega-3 polyunsaturated fats are in fish, flaxseeds and walnuts. Unsaturated 
fats tend to increase HDL while decreasing LDL.

Saturated fats, found in butter, cream, bacon, sausage, steak and other animal fats aren’t as healthy 
as they can increase the amounts of both HDL and LDL in our system. It’s best to enjoy these foods in 
moderation. Other forms of saturated fats found in processed foods include coconut, palm kernel and 
palm oils. 

Trans fats, also called trans-fatty acids, should be avoided because they raise LDL as well as lower our 
HDL; they’re also linked to increased inflammation and insulin resistance. Trans fat are found in many 
processed foods such as potato chips, baked goods, fried foods, many canned biscuits and rolls, even 
non-dairy creamers and frozen pizza dough! Look for words like partially hydrogenated oil, margarine and 
shortening on the ingredient list.
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Grains: Whole and Refined
Studies show that eating whole grains instead of refined grains 
can substantially lower LDL levels. Whole grains are minimally 
or unprocessed grains that contain the entire grain seed in their 
original proportions (bran, germ and endosperm). Enjoy them for 
their tasty goodness - they’re a source of vitamins and minerals 
as well as fiber – and for their variety of textures and flavors. 

Sugars
A diet loaded with highly-refined carbohydrates including sugar and refined grains can raise triglycerides, 
another fat circulating in our bloodstreams. Because our total cholesterol score is made up of HDL, LDL 
and triglycerides, keeping these fats low by limiting sugar and refined grains is also important.

Bottom Line
The key to healthy cholesterol levels in your body lies not in avoiding foods like eggs and shellfish but 
in eating a balanced diet including plenty of vegetables, legumes, fruits, nuts and seeds, seafood, and 
whole grains. Choosing healthy unsaturated fats instead of animal fat or refined grains can help keep your 
cholesterol levels in check and your heart healthy.
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