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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION. Coconut oil is getting a lot of attention. There is an abundance of health claims about coconut oil; however, there is also a lot of controversy. 
Types of Coconut Oil

The two main types of coconut oil consumers can purchase from the grocery store are “virgin” and “refined” coconut oil. “Virgin” coconut oil comes from fresh coconut meat without using extreme temperatures or chemicals and is considered unrefined. “Refined” coconut oil is extracted from dried coconut meat and is often bleached and deodorized. 

Coconut Oil Composition 

Like all fats, coconut oil is a blend of saturated, monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fatty acids. A large proportion of the fatty acids in coconut oil are saturated (86%). In fact, coconut oil contains more saturated fatty acids than butter (50%), beef fat (50%) or shortening (25%). However, the proportion of saturated fats in other vegetable oils is much lower, for example, canola oil contains 7% saturated fats and olive oil contains 14% saturated fats. Like all plant-based oils, coconut oil does not contain cholesterol.

Virgin and refined coconut oil do not contain trans fats; however, the process of hydrogenation does change some of the unsaturated fats in coconut oil into trans fats. As a result, commercial foods containing partially hydrogenated coconut oil do contain trans fats.

Is Coconut Oil Healthy or Unhealthy?

Health claims are being made about coconut oil for everything from weight loss to Alzheimer’s disease. However, there is insufficient evidence to support all the health claims about coconut oils. 

Most of the research surrounding coconut oil has focused on its role with heart disease. In general, saturated fats tend to increase LDL, “bad” cholesterol, a risk factor for heart disease. However, research indicates not all saturated fats have the same effect on LDL cholesterol. Fats are not only composed of a variety of saturated, monounsaturated, and polyunsaturated fatty acids, fatty acids also vary in chain length. About 60% of the saturated fatty acids in coconut oil are medium chain triglycerides and 40% are long chain saturated fatty acids. In other vegetable oils the saturated fatty acids are primarily contain long chain; however, the total amount of saturated fatty acids is still lower than that in coconut oil. 
The large amount of medium chain fatty acids in coconut oil may offer some health benefits. Coconut oil is particularly high in lauric acid, which is a medium chain saturated fatty acid. Lauric acid has been found to raise both LDL “bad” cholesterol and HDL “good” cholesterol. 

The research is still conflicting on how coconut oil and medium chain fatty acids impact heart disease risk. Most of the research so far has been short-term studies examining the effect of medium chain fatty acids on cholesterol. How coconut oil affects heart disease in the long term is not fully understood.
.

Further complicating the issue is that plant based oils, including coconut oil, contain phenolic compounds which provide some beneficial antioxidant properties. Thus the overall health effects can’t be determined solely based on changes in LDL and HDL.
Nevertheless it is important to remember, that even though 60% of the saturated fatty acids in coconut oil are medium chain, the remaining 40% of saturated fatty acids in coconut oil are long chain, which can have negative health implications. 

Coconut Oil Intake Recommendations
The Dietary Guidelines recommendation for total fat intake for adults is between 20 to 35% of total calories. In addition, the Dietary Guidelines recommend most of the fats we eat should be monounsaturated or polyunsaturated. Because saturated fats, in general, are associated with increased risk of heart disease, the Dietary Guidelines recommend limiting saturated fat intake to less than 10 percent of total calories and dietary cholesterol to less than 300 mg per day. Lowering saturated fat intake to less than 7 percent of total calories and dietary cholesterol to less than 200 mg per day can further reduce the risk of heart disease.  The Dietary Guidelines also recommend keeping intake of trans fats as low as possible. 

When deciding whether or not to include coconut oil in the diet, it is important to consider what type of fat will be replaced.  Using virgin coconut oil (which does not contain trans fats) to replace fats containing a high proportion of saturated fatty acids and trans fats may be reasonable. However, using coconut oil to replace oils containing a low proportion of saturated fats is not. In general, substituting monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats for saturated fats tends to lower LDL cholesterol. In addition, it is still recommended to limit foods containing partially hydrogenated coconut oil.

Although coconut oil’s effect on raising HDL cholesterol may make it not as bad as the high saturated content would indicate, it’s not a “magic bullet” either. Despite all the health claims, the recommendation is still to limit total saturated fat intake to less than 10% of total calories.
