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Coconut oil unlike 
other saturated fat

I’ve always read that 
you should avoid 
coconut oil because 
of its high level of 
saturated fat. But I 
recently heard it is 
actually healthful and 
can help you lose 
weight. Is that true?

Most nutritionists don’t believe 
consuming coconut oil will help with 
weight loss — the evidence is far from 
conclusive on that point. But most will 
also concede that the oil may not be 
the demon many think it is.

To be honest, when it comes to 
nutrition research, the “truth” often 
seems elusive. Studies pronounce one 
verdict and then new findings point 
in another direction. That’s simply the 
nature of the scientific process and the 
complexity surrounding nutrition and 
health. As long as we persist in hunt-
ing for more precise answers, we’ll 
continue to encounter surprises.

Your question is a perfect ex-
ample. In the 1980s, saturated fat was 
demonized as health-threat No. 1 as 
we became more aware that diets high 
in saturated fat contribute to high 
blood cholesterol and coronary artery 
disease. And the message got through: 
According to the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, consumption of saturated 
fat decreased 4 percent between 1970 
and 1994, even as consumption of to-
tal fat increased 3 percent and calories 
increased 15 percent. The decline in 
saturated fat was credited to the in-
creased availability of leaner red meat 

and the shift of consumer preferences 
toward poultry and fish.

Because coconut oil contains a 
shockingly high level of 92 percent 
saturated fat (compared with 66 
percent in butter), it gets grouped in 
the “consume less” category in dietary 
recommendations. But nutrition 
experts always knew that not all satu-
rated fats are alike. 

To be specific, coconut oil’s saturat-
ed fat comes in the form of medium-
chain triglycerides, which are more 
easily digested than long-chain 
triglycerides from animal fats, and 
which are readily oxidized in the liver. 
An analysis of research on the topic in 
the March 2002 Journal of Nutrition 
concluded that consuming medium-
chain triglycerides can help the body 
burn more calories, and might help 
you feel fuller (and thus help you eat 
less) if you consume them instead 
of their  long-chain cousins. But the 
studies were small and sometimes 
had conflicting results. 

For now, the best anyone can tell 
you is that coconut oil may not be as 
bad as we thought, but neither can it 
be labeled as the ultimate health food. 
And, remember, although it’s impor-
tant for researchers to examine the 
effects of different fats, the bottom 
line in terms of weight is the overall 
number of calories you consume.
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Editor: 
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College of Education and Human 
Ecology.
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