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Trans fats, but not saturated fats, linked to greater risk of 
death and heart disease 
  
Higher trans fat intake associated with 20-30% increased risk, 
say researchers 
  
Saturated fats are not associated with an increased risk of 
death, heart disease, stroke, or type 2 diabetes, finds a study 
published in The BMJ this week. However, the findings show 
that trans fats are associated with greater risk of death and 
coronary heart disease. 
  
The study confirms previous suggestions that industrially 
produced trans fats might increase the risk of coronary heart 
disease and calls for a careful review of dietary guidelines for 
these nutrients. 
  
Guidelines currently recommend that saturated fats are limited 
to less than 10%, and trans fats to less than 1% of energy to 
reduce risk of heart disease and stroke. 
  
Saturated fats come mainly from animal products, such as 
butter, cows’ milk, meat, salmon and egg yolks, and some plant 
products such as chocolate and palm oils. 
 
Trans unsaturated fats (trans fats) are mainly produced 
industrially from plant oils (a process known as hydrogenation) 
for use in margarine, snack foods and packaged baked goods. 



 

 

 

  
Contrary to prevailing dietary advice, a recent evidence review 
found no excess cardiovascular risk associated with intake of 
saturated fat. In contrast, research suggests that 
industrial trans fats may increase the risk of coronary heart 
disease. 
  
To help clarify these controversies, researchers in Canada 
analysed the results of observational studies assessing the 
association between saturated and/or trans fats and health 
outcomes in adults. 
  
Study design and quality were taken into account to minimise 
bias, and the certainty of associations were assessed using a 
recognised scoring method. 
  
The team found no clear association between higher intake of 
saturated fats and all cause mortality, coronary heart disease 
(CHD), cardiovascular disease (CVD), ischemic stroke or type 2 
diabetes, but could not, with confidence, rule out increased risk 
for CHD death. They did not find evidence that diets higher in 
saturated fat reduce cardiovascular risk. 
  
However, consumption of industrial trans fats was associated 
with a 34% increase in all cause mortality, a 28% increased risk 
of CHD mortality, and a 21% increase in the risk of CHD. 
  
Inconsistencies in the included studies meant that the 
researchers could not confirm an association 
between trans fats and type 2 diabetes. And they found no 
clear association between trans fats and ischemic stroke. 
  
The researchers point out that the certainty of associations 
between saturated fat and all outcomes was “very low,” which 
means that further research is very likely to have an important 
impact on our understanding of the association of saturated fats 
with disease. The certainty of associations of trans fat with CHD 



 

 

 

outcomes was “moderate” and “very low” to “low” for other 
associations. 
  
They also stress that their results are based on observational 
studies, so no definitive conclusions can be drawn about cause 
and effect. However, they say their analysis “confirms the 
findings of five previous systematic reviews of saturated 
and transfats and CHD.” 
  
And they conclude that dietary guidelines for saturated 
and trans fatty acids “must carefully consider the effect of 
replacement nutrients.” 
  
[Ends] 
  
Notes to Editors: 
Research: Intake of saturated and trans unsaturated fatty acids 
and risk of all cause mortality, cardiovascular disease, and type 
2 diabetes: systematic review and meta-analysis of 
observational studies 
http://www.bmj.com/cgi/doi/10.1136/bmj.h3978 
  

About BMJ 
BMJ is a healthcare knowledge provider that aims to 
advance healthcare worldwide by sharing knowledge and 
expertise to improve experiences, outcomes and value. For a 
full list of BMJ products and services, please visit bmj.com 
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Media Coverage 

Welcome back to butter on toast ... but forget the fried breakfast 
- The Times  
 
Trans fats, but not saturated fats, linked to risk of death - 
Reuters  
 
Study warns trans fats linked to 34 per cent increase in 
mortality - Sydney Morning Herald  

This story was also covered by over 200 news outlets 
according to Google News including the Daily Mirror, Daily 
Express, The Daily Telegraph & The Daily Telegraph Scotland, 
The Independent, Daily Mail & Irish Daily Mail & Scottish Daily 
Mail, The Times Ireland, ITV News, Huffington Post, New 
Scientist , TIME, CBC, Headlines & Global News, Medical 
News Today, Newsweek, International Business Times AU , 
USA TODAY, NYC Today, UPI, Yahoo Health & Yahoo News 
UK, Live Science, The Verge, Belfast Telegraph, Nursing 
Times, NHS Choices, Web DM, OnMedica, Hindustan Times, 
Zee News, News-Medical.net, Health24, Philly.com, Tech 
Times,  Medscape, Rochdale Online, CHCH News, Business 
Standard, FoodNavigator.com, Press Examiner, University 
Herald, Food World News, Science Recorder, Latinos Health, 
Lauderdale Daily News, New Zealand Herald, Northern 
Californian, The Week UK, Apex Tribune, The Australian Dairy 
farmer, Zee News, Times of India, Tech Times, Echo Examiner, 
Dispatch Times, Endocrinology Advisor, The Daily Meal, 
Consumer Affairs, Latinos Health and Yibada. 

 

http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/health/news/article4524531.ece
http://www.reuters.com/article/2015/08/12/us-health-diets-fats-idUSKCN0QG2CH20150812
http://news.google.com/news/url?sr=1&sa=t&ct2=uk%2F0_0_s_17_0_t&usg=AFQjCNEjnXcn0ghaySoDx5xYzL6aovqoEQ&did=14115b5aceecfa84&cid=52778923416134&ei=fGvLVdieCIHR1gbAyajABw&rt=STORY&vm=STANDARD&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.smh.com.au%2Fnational%2Fhealth%2Fstudy-warns-
http://news.google.com/news/url?sr=1&sa=t&ct2=uk%2F0_0_s_17_0_t&usg=AFQjCNEjnXcn0ghaySoDx5xYzL6aovqoEQ&did=14115b5aceecfa84&cid=52778923416134&ei=fGvLVdieCIHR1gbAyajABw&rt=STORY&vm=STANDARD&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.smh.com.au%2Fnational%2Fhealth%2Fstudy-warns-

