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DIET & WEIGHT

How to Eat When Your Cholesterol Is High

The useful changes are less about banning foods than replacing certain fats, finding more
soluble fibre and reading labels with purpose.

Your kitchen does not need a purge

You have been told your cholesterol is high, and suddenly breakfast looks suspicious. Butter,
eggs, cheese, cereal: foods that seemed ordinary yesterday now feel like a test you could fail.
The temptation is to empty the cupboards and start again. You do not need to. The more useful
move is to identify the few parts of your diet that have the clearest relationship with
cholesterol-and make deliberate swaps.

Cholesterol is not simply something you eat. Your liver makes it, and your body needs some
cholesterol to work properly. The problem is having too much in your blood. Excess cholesterol
can collect along artery walls, narrowing or even blocking them and raising your risk of
coronary artery disease and other heart diseases.

Low-density lipoprotein (LDL) is often called "bad" cholesterol because a high level contributes
to cholesterol building up in the arteries. High-density lipoprotein (HDL), sometimes called
"good" cholesterol, carries cholesterol back to the liver, which removes it from the body. Food
caninfluence these levels, but healthy eating is only one part of cholesterol care alongside
weight management, physical activity and, for some people, medicine.

That matters because dinner should not carry the full burden of a medical result. If you have
been diagnosed with high cholesterol, discuss the result and your overall plan with your
healthcare professional rather than treating diet as a replacement for prescribed medicine.
Food is a practical lever. It is not a promise, and you do not have to make every possible change
atonce.

The fat swap does the heavy lifting

The first place to look is not all fat, but saturated fat. It raises LDL more than anything else in
the diet, according to general dietary guidance for lowering cholesterol. Common sources
include some meats and dairy products, as well as butter, chocolate, baked goods and
deep-fried or processed foods. Solid shortening and lard are other sources worth noticing.

This does not mean fat itself is the enemy. Fat supplies energy and helps your body absorb
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vitamins. Different fats have different effects, so the practical instruction is replacement
rather than simple removal: use foods containing unsaturated fats in place of foods high in
saturated fat.

In the kitchen, that can mean choosing olive, canola, safflower, sesame or sunflower oil instead
of butter, lard or solid shortening. Nuts and lean meat are other alternatives listed in
cholesterol-lowering dietary guidance. The important word is "instead." Adding an unsaturated
oil while leaving every saturated-fat source untouched is not the same change.

Trans fats are also fats to avoid. They have historically appeared in vegetable shortenings,
some margarines, crackers, cookies, snack foods and foods made with or fried in partially
hydrogenated oils. The ingredient list can tell you whether partially hydrogenated oil is present.
You are not trying to memorise every food category; you are looking for a pattern you can
recognise.

Food is a practical lever. It is not a promise, and you do not have to make every possible change
atonce.

Fibre works from inside the meal

The second useful move is to bring soluble fibre into meals you already eat. Soluble fibre helps
stop the digestive tract from absorbing cholesterol. That gives oats, beans and fruit a more
specific job than simply being foods generally described as healthy.

Useful sources include oatmeal and oat bran; kidney beans, lentils, chickpeas, black-eyed peas
and lima beans; and fruits including apples, bananas, oranges, pears and prunes. Fruits and
vegetables also supply vitamins, fibre and other nutrients. You can choose from that list
according to what fits your meals rather than forcing yourself to adopt an unfamiliar menu.

Plant stanols and sterols work along a similar digestive route by helping to limit cholesterol
absorption. They occur in whole grains, nuts, legumes and oils including olive and avocado oil.
They are also added to some foods, including certain orange juices, margarines and breads. If
you choose a fortified food, the label is the place to establish what is actually in it.

Omega-3 fatty acids add another option. They are found in fish such as salmon, tuna and
mackerel, as well as walnuts, flaxseed, chia seeds, and canola and soybean oils. Plant sources
contain smaller amounts than fish sources. Dietary guidance says these fats can lower LDL and
triglycerides and may also have benefits for blood pressure and heart rhythm, but no single
omega-3 food makes the rest of a diet irrelevant.
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Not every healthy claim targets cholesterol

Salt is a good example of why the goal matters. Reducing sodium can help lower blood
pressure and therefore reduce heart-disease risk, but it does not lower cholesterol directly. A
low-salt label may be useful for one reason while telling you nothing about the saturated fat in
the same food. One health claim cannot stand in for the whole label.

Alcohol is another side road. It supplies extra calories that can contribute to weight gain; being
overweight can raise LDL and lower HDL. Too much alcohol can also raise blood pressure and
triglycerides. The guidance says it is best not to drink. What it does not support is treating
alcohol as a cholesterol-lowering tool.

You may also encounter advice about choosing foods with a low glycaemic index (Gl) or
glycaemic load (GL), measures related to how carbohydrate foods affect blood glucose. A 2021
systematic review of 29 trial comparisons found that low-Gl or low-GL eating patterns
produced small improvements in LDL and several other cardiometabolic measures.

There is an important boundary around that finding: the 1,617 participants had type 1 or type 2
diabetes and were predominantly middle-aged, overweight or obese, with most having
moderately controlled type 2 diabetes treated with glucose-lowering medicine or insulin. The
evidence gives a good indication of benefit in that population, but it does not establish low-GI
eating as the central answer for everyone with high cholesterol. Saturated-fat replacement
and soluble fibre remain the more direct places to begin.

Make one label-led swap

On your next food shop, choose one packaged food you buy often and compare it with an
alternative. Use the nutrition labels, not promises on the front. Labels can show saturated fat,
total fat, cholesterol, fibre and sodium, allowing you to compare the parts that matter for your
goal.

Start with saturated fat. If one option contains less, ask whether it can replace-not merely
join-the higher-saturated-fat food in your usual meal. Then look at fibre, especially when
comparing cereals, breads or other grain foods. An option that contributes fibre may support a
different part of the cholesterol-lowering approach.

Keep the comparison narrow. A lower-sodium product may help with blood pressure without
being lower in saturated fat. A product containing an unsaturated oil may still deserve a
full-label check. "Heart healthy" is not one ingredient, and no single number tells you
everything about a meal.

You do not need a new pantry by Monday. You need two foods with nutrition labels and enough
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attention to choose one realistic replacement. Make that swap, use it in the meal you already
cook, and let one repeatable decision do more work than a cupboard full of good intentions.

Where this comes from
- Dietary Fats

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine - https://medlineplus.gov/dietaryfats.ntml
- How to Lower Cholesterol with Diet

MedlinePlus, U.S. National Library of Medicine - https://medlineplus.gov/howtolowercholesterolwithdiet.html
- Healthier Fats and Oils Fact Sheet
National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute -
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/resources/healthier-fats-and-oils-fact-sheet
- Effect of low glycaemic index or load dietary patterns on glycaemic control and
cardiometabolic risk factors in diabetes: systematic review and meta-analysis of
randomised controlled trials.

BMJ (Clinical research ed.), 2021 - https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34348965/
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