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Coconut Oil: A heart-healthy fat?’
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You have probably seen or heard claims on social media
or even talk shows with health professionals about the
health benefits of coconut oil. Claims such as “Coconut oil
decreases cholesterol!” or “Coconut oil treats hyperten-
sion!” are enough to interest any consumer looking for

a quick cure for these health problems. Plus, coconut oil

is sold everywhere—from your local grocery store to the
corner drug store. But what is the evidence behind these
health claims? Does coconut oil have any health benefits?
Learn more about coconut oil and how it might affect heart
health.
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Coconut

Coconut is a tropical fruit produced by coconut palm trees.
Coconut has many uses. For example, it is frequently used
for its edible flesh and cool, refreshing coconut water. A
popular way to quench your thirst in areas where coconuts
are plentiful is to simply cut off the top and insert a straw.
The coconut water can also be used to make coco frio,

a popular adult beverage. The fresh and dried forms of

the coconut flesh or “coconut meat” can be eaten as is or
cooked. Coconut meat is especially popular in many South-
east Asian dishes. In addition, the fat present in coconut
meat can be extracted to produce coconut oil. Coconut oil
can be used in cooking and in the production of shampoos,
soaps, lotions, cosmetics, and fragrances.

Coconut Oil

Most coconut oil production occurs in Indonesia, the
Philippines, and India. Coconut oil is extracted using heat,
pressure, and/or chemical solvents. Depending on the
extraction method(s), the final product may be labeled as
virgin, refined, or hydrogenated, as outlined below.

o Virgin coconut oil is made using fresh, mature coconuts
that are mechanically pressed to separate the oil from the
meat. It is the least-refined coconut oil available. Virgin
coconut oil is made with or without heat and is free from
chemical solvents and bleaching or deodorizing agents
(Villarino, Dy, and Lizada 2007). Virgin coconut oil
retains the scent and taste of coconut.
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o Refined coconut oil starts with a process similar to
that used to make virgin coconut oil but is followed
by additional processing methods, including refining,
bleaching, and deodorizing. Bleaching usually does not
involve chemicals; rather, it uses bleaching clay to remove
impurities, after which the oil is deodorized by steam
heating it to 405-475 degrees F. Deodorizing removes
most of the coconut aroma and flavor from the coconut
oil. Refined coconut oil also has a higher smoke point,
making it a good option for cooking at higher tempera-
tures (Marina, Man, and Amin 2009).

 Hydrogenated coconut oil is sometimes used as an
ingredient for shelf-stable sweets and baked goods, but it
is rarely sold in supermarkets in the United States. Partial
hydrogenation of the oil results in the formation of some
saturated and trans fats. It is best to avoid this form of
coconut oil because of the adverse health effects associ-
ated with trans and saturated fats.

When it comes to cooking, refined coconut oil has an
advantage over most other oils because it can be heated to
higher temperatures (up to 450°F) without becoming dam-
aged (Srivastava et al. 2010; Fullana, Carbonell-Barrachina,
and Sidhu 2004). However, coconut oil should only be used
for single-use shallow frying. Carcinogenic substances may
form if coconut oil is used multiple times for deep-frying
(Srivastava et al. 2010). Virgin coconut oil can be used in
recipes, such as coconut rice or baked breads, to add a mild
coconut flavor. However, remember that the smoke point
for virgin coconut oil is lower than that for refined coconut
oil, so refined oil is the best choice when using coconut oil
for fried foods.

How much and what type of fat is
in coconut oil?

One tablespoon of coconut oil contains 14 grams of total
fat, 12 grams of saturated fat (USDA 2017). This means that
about 86% of the total fat content of coconut oil comes from

saturated fat. For comparison, olive oil and butter contain
14% and 64% saturated fat, respectively (USDA n.d.).

A Glimpse into Coconut Oil and
Heart Health

With coconut oil becoming increasingly popular, there is
concern about the increased saturated fat intake that comes
with consuming this product. The American Heart Associa-
tion recommends a dietary pattern consisting of 5% to 6%
of calories from saturated fat. As an example, if you eat a
2,000-calorie-a-day diet, then no more than 120 of these
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calories should come from saturated fats. This amounts

to about 13 grams of saturated fat per day, or just over the
amount found in one tablespoon of coconut oil (American
Heart Association 2016).
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But isn’t the fat in coconut oil
supposed to be healthy?

Before answering this question, let’s review some facts
about fat. Fats are made of chains of carbon molecules of
varying lengths. Fats with a chain length of 6 to 12 carbons
are called medium-chain triglycerides (MCTs). Fats with
chain lengths of 14 carbons or more are called long-chain
triglycerides (LCTs). MCTs are digested, absorbed, and
handled by the body differently than LCTs. The proposed
benefits of coconut oil are often attributed to the amount of
MCTs, about 64% of the total fat in coconut oil.

Studies suggest favorable outcomes when using MCT oil
to treat certain conditions and promote weight loss despite
its high content of saturated fat (St-Onge and Jones 2002;
Lei et al. 2004; Stubbs and Harbron 1996). However, the
fatty acid profile of coconut oil is different than the MCT
oil used in these studies. The majority of MCTs in coconut
oil come from lauric acid. Even though it is classified as an
MCT, lauric acid acts more like an LCT than an MCT, and
thus does not have the same effect as shorter MCTs (Denk
and Grundy 1992). Because lauric acid behaves like an LCT,
it can increase LDL cholesterol, similar to the results seen
with eating other types of saturated fats (Cox et al. 1994).

High blood levels of total and LDL (bad) cholesterol are
risk factors for heart disease. A recent review of studies that
compared the effects of coconut oil consumption to other
vegetable oils (e.g., safflower oil, corn oil, virgin olive oil,
canola oil) found that coconut oil consumption significantly



increased LDL cholesterol by more than 10 mg/dL and
HDL (good) cholesterol by 4.00 mg/dL compared to the
other oils (Neelakantan et al. 2020). A different review of
studies that evaluated the effects of coconut oil consump-
tion showed that coconut oil significantly raised LDL
cholesterol compared to other vegetable oils but lowered

it compared to animal fats; however, it also significantly
increased HDL compared to both vegetable oil and animal
fat (Teng et al. 2019). Furthermore, studies looking at
dietary patterns and health outcomes among populations
in the South Pacific, where coconut is primarily consumed
in forms such as coconut flesh and fresh coconut cream,
have suggested that eating coconut does not have an
adverse effect on heart health. This does not mean you
should give coconut oil the green light because there are
some important issues to consider. First, these South Pacific
populations eat coconut flesh or squeezed coconut cream,
not coconut oil. Furthermore, the traditional diet consumed
by South Pacific populations is characterized by a very low
intake of sugar and processed foods, with most of their
calories coming from fish, fresh fruits and vegetables, and
fiber-rich foods, a dietary pattern that is more in line with
what is recommended for heart health and quite different
from the typical Western diet (Stanhope, Sampson, and
Prior 1981; Eyres et al. 2016). Consequently, these findings
cannot be directly attributed to eating coconut but may
instead result from their total dietary pattern and lifestyle.

There are very few human studies on coconut oil and heart
disease risk factors, but the evidence does not support using
coconut oil to reduce heart disease risk (Eyres et al. 2016).
Coconut oil consumption did not improve blood glucose,
inflammation, and adiposity as compared to other vegetable
oils. Based on a review of the research, the National Lipid
Association suggests that if coconut oil is to be used as part
of the daily eating plan, it should be consumed in limited
amounts that fit within the recommended saturated fat
intake mentioned previously (Jaxobson et al. 2015). A good
place to look for guidance on what makes up a healthy diet
is the 2015 Dietary Guidelines for Americans (Office of
Disease Prevention and Health Promotion 2015). Recom-
mended eating patterns that promote a healthy intake
include the US Healthy Eating Pattern, the Healthy Medi-
terranean Style Eating Pattern, and the Healthy Vegetarian
Style Eating Pattern.

Click on the links below to view the different eating
patterns:

Healthy US-Style Eating Pattern: https://health.gov/
dietaryguidelines/2015/guidelines/appendix-3/
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Healthy Mediterranean-Style Eating Pattern: https://health.
gov/dietaryguidelines/2015/guidelines/appendix-4/

Healthy Vegetarian Eating Pattern: https://health.gov/
dietaryguidelines/2015/guidelines/appendix-5/

Where do we go from here?

As coconut oil becomes more popular in the Western diet,
it is important to keep the current research in mind. Most
studies used to claim the beneficial effects of coconut oil
have been conducted in populations consuming diets
different from the Western diet and have been based on the
consumption of coconut products other than coconut oil.
Until more research is available about coconut oil’s overall
effect on health, it is best to get most of your fat intake
from unsaturated sources. Sources of mono- and poly-
unsaturated fats that produce a more favorable effect on
blood cholesterol levels are listed below (American Heart
Association 2017). It is also important to ensure you are
consuming enough omega-3 fatty acids, mainly found in
cold-water fish and plant sources such as flaxseed, walnuts,
and sunflower seeds (American Heart Association 2017;
Mayo Clinic 2017).

Monounsaturated Fat Sources:

Oils (olive oil, sesame oil, peanut oil)
» Avocados

o Peanut butter

o Nuts (almonds, hazelnuts, pecans)

« Seeds (pumpkin, sesame)

Polyunsaturated Fat Sources:

« Oils (soybean oil, corn oil, sunflower oil)

Nuts (walnuts)
o Seeds (sunflower seeds, flaxseed)

o Fish (salmon, herring, trout, tuna, sardines, anchovies,
scallops) (American Heart Association 2017; Mayo Clinic
2017; HSPH Harvard 2015)

If you consume coconut oil, ensure it is consumed in
moderation and keep the current American Heart Associa-
tion guidelines for saturated fat intake in mind. Further-
more, foods high in saturated fat, like coconut oil, should
only be consumed in combination with an overall healthy
eating pattern that mirrors the US Healthy Eating Pattern,
the Healthy Mediterranean Style Eating Pattern, or the
Healthy Vegetarian Style Eating Pattern as recommended
in the 2015 Dietary Guidelines for Americans. Otherwise,
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the combination of saturated fat from coconut oil and an
unhealthy diet may adversely affect heart health.
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