
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Nutrition and Health 
Info Sheet 

Some Facts about Fat 

Why do we need  
fat in our diets?  
Fat not only serves as a primary fuel used by the body for energy, but also contributes several 

important functions. Fats are made up of fatty acids, which are used for a variety of functions in 

the body. The outside barriers of our cells, the cell membrane, are made up of a substance called 

phospholipid, which contains fatty acids. Fat is also needed for nerve and immune function. 

Fats help us store energy and insulate the body and organs. They also help us absorb certain 

vitamins in our food. Fat also contributes to the taste of food and can help with feeling full after 

eating a meal.1  

There are also what are called essential fatty acids. These 

are fatty acids our bodies need, but are unable to make.  

Turn the page to learn more about fatty acids! 

What are fats? 
Fats are a kind of nutrient called 

lipids. There are many different kinds 

of fat in the diet, but they are all 

made of the same building blocks, 

called fatty acids. 

Trans fatty acids are 
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Trans fatty acids are made 

when oils under a 

manufacturing process called 

“hydrogenation.” This converts 

liquid oils into solid fats. This 

method has been used by many 

food manufacturers because it 

extends the shelf life of foods. 2 

Studies have found that trans 

fats raise low-density lipoprotein 

cholesterol (LDL-C), commonly 

referred to as "bad cholesterol", 

and total cholesterol. Trans fats 

may increase risk for heart 

disease.2  

 

What are trans 
fatty acids? 

What are fatty acids? 
Three types of fatty acids are found in fat: saturated, 

monounsaturated, and polyunsaturated.  

Saturated fatty acids  

Saturated fatty acids can be found in higher amounts in 

meat and dairy products. They are also found in tropical 

oils like coconut, palm, and palm kernel oils. Saturated 

fats are generally solid at room temperature.2 

Monounsaturated fatty acids  

Monounsaturated fatty acids can be found in plant 

sources such as nuts and vegetable oils like olive, canola, 

and sunflower oils. They are liquid at room temperature.2 

Polyunsaturated fatty acids 

Polyunsaturated fatty acids are usually liquid at room 

temperature. There are two types that we need from our 

diets: omega-6 or omega-3 fatty acids. Sources of omega-

6 fatty acids include nuts and liquid vegetable oils such as 

soybean, corn, and safflower oils. Sources of omega-3 

fatty acids include fish, walnuts, flaxseed, soybean oil, and 

canola oil.2 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What are essential fatty acids? 

1

Essential fatty acids are ones that our bodies 

are unable to make and we need to come 

from food.2 There are two main types: omega-

3 and omega-6 fatty acids.  

Alpha-linolenic acid (omega-3) 
and linoleic acid (omega-6)  

These are the two essential fatty acids; they 

play a key role in the immune system, vision, 

and cell structure. Good food sources for 

these include vegetable oils, such as canola, 

safflower, sunflower, and corn oils.  

2

Eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and 
docosahexaenoic acid (DHA)  

These are a kind of omega-3 fatty acids 

important for the immune system, cells and 

brain.1,2 These fatty acids are found in fish 

such as salmon, halibut, and trout.  

 

Swap it out!  
Try these easy 
substitutions to 
eat more 
healthy fats.  Sautee veggies in 

olive or canola oil 
instead of butter. 

Use a little bit of 
avocado on your 

sandwich instead of 
cheese. 

Have a small handful 
of nuts instead of 
chips for a snack. 

What is the relationship between fat and diseases like 
cardiovascular disease and cancer? 
While we need some fat in our diet, the American diet has more total fat and saturated fat than 

recommended. This can contribute to increased low-density lipoprotein cholesterol (LDL cholesterol, 

which is sometimes called “bad cholesterol”) in the blood.2,6 Replacing saturated fat with 

polyunsaturated fat may help lower LDL cholesterol in the blood and reduce risk of CVD.4,5 

Diets high in vegetables, fruit, whole grains, lean meats, and seafood, and are lower in processed or 

red meats and saturated fat may lower risk of some cancers, especially colorectal and breast 

cancer.2 The way food is cooked may also make a difference. Deep-frying foods or charbroiling them 

until they have a burned surface can result in development of compounds that may cause cancer.7 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

What are some ways to balance fat 
intake? 

The Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommends a few simple 

strategies to balance the amount of fat in the diet:2  

! Consume 7 to 9 servings of fruits and vegetables each 

day to partially replace fatty foods and help you feel full.  

! Add a mixture of whole grain products to the diet. 

! Replace fatty meats with skinless chicken, fish, or other 

lean meats, and drink fat-free or low-fat milk instead of 

whole milk. 

! Include a wide variety of food and beverages. 

Diets very low in fat are generally not recommended because fat 

is often replaced with foods that can lower levels of HDL 

cholesterol, commonly referred to as "good cholesterol", in the 

blood.2,5 Dietary fat consumption should be balanced instead of 

reducing total fat.2 

The Dietary Guidelines for 

Americans recommends 

adults get 20 to 35 percent 

of total daily calories from 

fat. Saturated fat should be 

no more than 10 percent of 

total daily calories.2 

Children ages 1 to 3 should 

get 30 to 40 percent of their 

calories from fat, and 

children ages 4 to 18 

should get 25 to 35 percent 

of their calories from fat.3  

How much fat 
should be included 
in your diet? 

1

Saturated fatty acids:  
Meat, poultry, and whole-dairy 
products 

Monounsaturated fatty 
acids:  Olive and canola oil, 
peanuts, and avocados 

Polyunsaturated fats:  
Safflower, sunflower, corn, and 
soybean oils, as well as fish  

What are 
some food 
sources for 
different 
kinds of 
fat? 

2

Omega-3 fatty acids:  Fish such 
as salmon and trout, shellfish, 
walnuts, flaxseed, and canola oil 

Omega-6 fatty acids:  Salad 
dressings, soybean oil, corn oil, and 
nuts 

Trans fatty acids:  Packaged 
baked goods, chips, stick margarine, 
and some animal products 



 

The University of California prohibits discrimination or harassment of any person on the basis of race, color, 
national origin, religion, sex, gender identity, pregnancy (including childbirth, and medical conditions related to 
pregnancy or childbirth), physical or mental disability, medical condition (cancer-related or genetic 
characteristics), ancestry, marital status, age, sexual orientation, citizenship, or service in the uniformed 
services (as defined by the Uniformed Services Employment and Reemployment Rights Act of 1994: service in 
the uniformed services includes membership, application for membership, performance of service, application 
for service, or obligation for service in the uniformed services) in any of its programs or activities. 

University policy also prohibits reprisal or retaliation against any person in any of its programs or activities for 
making a complaint of discrimination or sexual harassment or for using or participating in the investigation or 
resolution process of any such complaint. 

University policy is intended to be consistent with the provisions of applicable State and Federal laws. 

Inquiries regarding the University’s nondiscrimination policies may be directed to the Affirmative Action/Equal 
Opportunity Director, University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources, 1111 Franklin Street, 6th 
Floor, Oakland, CA 94607, (510) 987-0096. 

 
Copyright © The Regents of the University of California, Davis campus, 2016.  All rights reserved. Inquiries 
regarding this publication may be directed to cns@ucdavis.edu. The information provided in this publication is 
intended for general consumer understanding, and is not intended to be used for medical diagnosis or 
treatment, or to substitute for professional medical advice. 

References 
 

1. Nelms, MN, Sucher, KP, Lacey, K. Nutrition Therapy and Pathophysiology. 3rd ed. Boston, MA: Cengage 
Learning; 2014. 

2. US Department of Agriculture and US Department of Health and Human Services. 2015. Scientific Report of 
the 2015 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee. Dietary Guidelines for American Website, 
http://health.gov/dietaryguidelines/2015-scientific-report/PDFs/Scientific-Report-of-the-2015-Dietary-
Guidelines-Advisory-Committee.pdf. 

3. Institute of Medicine, Dietary Reference Intakes for Energy, Carbohydrate, Fiber, Fat, Fatty Acids, Cholesterol, 
Protein, and Amino Acids (Macronutrients); 2002; National Academy Press; www.nap.edu. 

4. Go AS, Mozaffarian D, Roger VL, Benjamin EJ, Berry JD, Blaha MJ, et al. Heart disease and stroke statistics--
2014 update: a report from the American Heart Association. Circulation. 2014;129(3):e28-e292. 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24352519. 

5. Eckel RH, Jakicic JM, Ard JD, de Jesus JM, Houston Miller N, Hubbard VS, et al. 2013 AHA/ACC guideline on 
lifestyle management to reduce cardiovascular risk: a report of the American College of Cardiology/American 
Heart Association Task Force on Practice Guidelines. Circulation. 2014;129(25 Suppl 2):S76-99. 

6. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Research Service. 2014. Nutrient Intakes from Food and 
Beverages: Mean Amounts Consumed per Individual, by Gender and Age, What We Eat in America, NHANES 
2011-2012. 

7. Capuano E, Fogliano V. Acrylamide and 5-hydroxymethylfurfural (HMF): A review on metabolism, toxicity, 
occurrence in food and mitigation strategies. LWT-Food Science and Technology. 2015; 44(4): 793-810. 


