
F A C T  S H E E T

In recent years, coconut oil and palm oil have been increasingly 
used as food ingredients, raising questions about their safety. 
Coconut oil and palm oil (as well as coconut butter and palm 
kernel oil) are high in saturated fat, often called “bad fat” because 
it increases cholesterol levels and is linked to heart disease, 
dementia, and some forms of cancer.1,2,3

Saturated fats are easy to spot because they are solid at room 
temperature, unlike unsaturated fats, which are liquid. While 
dairy products and meat are the major sources of saturated fat, 
coconut oil and palm oil contain a great deal of it, as well, which 
is why they are waxy solids, unlike most other vegetable oils. 
Do coconut oil and palm oil really raise cholesterol? The answer 
is yes. In a meta-analysis published in the journal Circulation, 
researchers reported that consumption of coconut oil significantly 
raises total cholesterol and LDL (“bad”) cholesterol, compared 
with consumption of liquid vegetable oils. The study also found 
no benefit of coconut oil consumption on inflammation, blood 
sugar control, or weight.1 Results with palm oil are similar. 
These products are used in manufacturing because of their thick 
mouth feel, but, from a health standpoint, they are almost as bad 
as animal fats and should be avoided. 

Health Concerns About 
Coconut and Palm Oil

Percent Saturated Fat4 

Coconut Oil 82% to 93%

Coconut Butter 89% to 95%

Palm Oil 49%

Palm Kernel Oil 82%

References
1.  Neelakantan N, Seah JYH, van Dam RM. The effect of coconut oil 

consumption on cardiovascular risk factors: a systematic review and 
meta-analysis of clinical trials. Circulation. 2020;141(10):803-814. doi: 
10.1161/CIRCULATIONAHA.119.043052

2.  Barnard ND, Bunner AE, Agarwal U. Saturated and trans fats and 
dementia: a systematic review. Neurobiol Aging. 2014;35(suppl 
2):S65-S73. doi: 10.1016/j.neurobiolaging.2014.02.030

3.  Wang DD, Li Y, Chiuve SE, et al. Association of specific dietary fats with 
total and cause-specific mortality. JAMA Intern Med. 2016;176(8):1134-
1145. doi: 10.1001/jamainternmed.2016.2417

4.  U.S. Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Research Service. FoodData 
Central, 2019. Accessed March 23, 2021. fdc.nal.usda.gov. 

5100 Wisconsin Ave., NW, Suite 400 | Washington, DC 20016

202-686-2210 | info@pcrm.org | PhysiciansCommittee.org

21126-NTR • 040821

http://fdc.nal.usda.gov
mailto:info@pcrm.org
http://PhysiciansCommittee.org

