
 

New study finding fat isn't as bad as carbs
misses the point
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A new study has added weight to the debate as to whether fat is better or
worse for you than carbohydrates, in terms of risk of heart disease and
early death. Unfortunately based on this study the jury's still out, but it
does highlight that we should focus on what foods people are eating,
rather than just looking at components such as fat and carbohydrates.
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Researchers looked at intakes of fat, carbohydrates and protein in more
than 135,000 people from 18 low income countries (Bangladesh, India,
Pakistan, and Zimbabwe), middle income countries (Argentina, Brazil,
Chile, China, Colombia, Iran, Malaysia, occupied Palestinian territory,
Poland, South Africa, Turkey) and high income countries (Canada,
Sweden, United Arab Emirates).

They assessed dietary intakes based on questionnaires, and compared the
results with death rates from heart disease and from all other causes.

Over 7.4 years of follow-up, 5,796 people died and 4,784 had major
cardiovascular disease events, such as a heart attack or stroke.
Interestingly, they found those with the highest intakes of total fat and
sub-types of fat (saturated, unsaturated) compared to those with the
lowest intakes, had a lower risk of dying from all causes.

There was a 21 percent lower risk of stroke among those with the highest
saturated fat intakes compared to the lowest. However, when it came to
the risk of having a heart attack or dying from heart disease, fats had no
relationship with risk.

Interestingly, those consuming the highest percentage of total energy
from carbohydrates had a 28 percent higher risk of early death, but no
higher risk of having heart disease or dying from heart disease.

Although it hasn't received as much attention, they also found a higher
percentage energy intake from protein was associated with a 23 percent
lower risk of early death and 15 percent lower risk of dying from causes
other than heart disease. Animal protein intake was also associated with
a lower risk of dying, but there was no significant association between
plant protein and risk of early death.

So what does this all mean?
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This study highlights that both carbohydrates and fat are important, but
which foods you eat that contain fat or carbohydrate is even more
important when it comes to how long you live.

The researchers found some differences between results for those living
in Asian countries compared to other regions. For example there was no
statistically significant difference in early death from all causes between
those with the highest, compared to the lowest percentage of energy
from carbohydrate for those living in Asian regions. But there was
among those from non-Asian countries.

The analysis adds more weight to the global call to go beyond macro-
nutrients (protein, fat and carbohydrate which are the major constituents
of food) and to look carefully at actual food and drinks consumed. It
matters whether your carbohydrates come from an apple, lentils or
carrots compared to soft drink, doughnuts or pancakes.

The types of foods actually consumed could inform how changes in the
food supply within lower and middle income countries relate to changes
in death rates. They could also inform nutrition policies for countries
experiencing a nutrition transition as they become more wealthy.

Overall, this study is very important, and a timely reminder of the need
to continually update the evidence on diet disease relationships and to
factor in what part of the world the individuals under study are from. But
it's not time to throw out the pasta, rice and bread and start guzzling tubs
of fat.

It is time to pay more attention to nutrition and to focus on optimal
eating patterns within each country. We need to stem the tide of ultra-
processed foods that disrupt healthier eating patterns. Studies from
around the world show that getting the ratio of ultra-processed to
minimally processed foods back in balance is key to improving the
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nutritional quality of our overall diets.

Dietary patterns and heart disease

We recently reviewed the evidence on dietary patterns and heart disease,
where most research has been done in high income countries.

Our report highlighted that a number of dietary patterns that vary in fat
and carbohydrate type and quality are associated with lower heart disease
risk. What they have in common is that they are all high in vegetables,
fruit, wholegrains and most includes legumes.

This new study provides support for a focus on improving the nutritional
quality of macronutrients. In other words, it matters what foods you eat
that contain high amounts of carbohydrates and fats. For example is the
major source of carbohydrate coming from fruit and vegetables or is it
added sugars and highly processed foods?

Close examination of the barriers and facilitators of consuming a healthy
diet is warranted. In an earlier analysis of data from this new study, the
team reported very low intakes of vegetables and fruit with a mean
combined intake of 3·8 servings a day. This varied from 2.1 servings of
vegetables and fruit per day in low income countries up to 5.4 servings
per day in high income countries. They found that the cost of fruits and
vegetables relative to household income was high.

This highlights that to improve dietary patterns globally, we need people
to eat more vegetables and fruit. To achieve that we must develop
nutrition polices that support affordability of healthy food for all and
stop arguing about whether fat is better than carbs. That just adds to the
current confusion.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
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