
WHAT ARE THE HEALTHIER 
FATS FOR DIABETES? 
Research finds that different fats affect people with diabetes differently. The studies looked at saturated versus 

unsaturated fats, omega-3 versus omega-6 oils and trans fats. What kind of fats are the best for people with 

diabetes to eat? 

SIMPLY PUT: HOW DO THESE FATS AFFECT US? 

Fats are made of chains of carbon atoms attached to each other. Those links leave open spaces where other 
atoms, such as hydrogen and oxygen, can attach. In saturated fat, there are “no double bonds between carbon 
molecules because they are saturated with hydrogen molecules.” With all spaces taken, the fat becomes solid 
and stable. It doesn‟t break down easily, and it can form globs or plaques that can attach to your arteries. 
Saturated fats are mostly found in animal fat like butter, whole milk, red meats and some vegetable fats like 
palm oil.  

Unsaturated fat is not fully saturated with hydrogen atoms. Monounsaturated fat has one unsaturated carbon 
bond; polyunsaturated fat has more than one. Unsaturated fats break down more easily and are usually liquid 
at room temperature. 

The terms omega-3, omega-6 and omega-9 refer to where the unattached spaces are in the carbon chain. 
They have slightly different effects in the body. 

Trans fats start out as unsaturated fats and have hydrogen added in an industrial process. They are called 
“hydrogenated vegetable oils” on food labels. They become artificially saturated and break down somewhat 
differently than natural saturated fat. 

HERE’S THE SCOOP 

Scientists are continually learning more and more but here is some fat research news: 

 NO PALM OIL  A German study of 14 lean, healthy males found that one dose of palm oil can increase insulin 

resistance by more than 25%, an effect that lasted up to 8 hours. Subjects also had an increase in fat 

deposits in the liver and changes in their metabolism “similar to those experienced by people with diabetes”.  

 

Another study rendered similar results in a study of 

healthy, non-obese mice. This is significant because 

palm oil is being used more widely as a replacement for 

butter or other fats. This study and some others show 

that it is not healthier. It also has major environmental 

effects because rainforests are clear cut to make room 

for palm tree plantations.  
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WHAT ARE THE HEALTHIER 
FATS FOR DIABETES? 
HERE’S THE SCOOP (continued) 

 OMEGA-6 FATTY ACIDS MAY IMPROVE HEART HEALTH Finnish researchers found that having high levels 
of the omega-6 fat called linoleic acid in the blood were linked to a lower chance of all causes of death 
and of cardiovascular death. Omega-6 fatty acids are present in plant-based foods such as vegetable oils, 
seeds, nuts, whole grains and beans. Sounds kind of similar to the Mediterranean Diet which has promising 
results for helping decrease the risk of diabetes.  
 

 LIMIT TRANS FATS TO “0 GRAMS TRANS FAT” on the Nutrition Facts label and no hydrogenated oils in 
the ingredients list. The World Health Organization has proposed banning industrial trans fats worldwide 
by the year 2023. The US FDA already banned most of them in early June. 
 
Trans fats are widely used because they breakdown more slowly than natural fats and they prolong the 
shelf life of packaged foods. Americans have been consuming large amounts of margarine and other 
cooking products that contain trans fat, especially in packaged, baked and fried food. However, not all 
margarines have trans fats nor are they all created equal. 
 
Trans fats may raise levels of LDL (“bad”) cholesterol and lover levels of HDL (“good”) cholesterol. In many 
studies, trans fat consumption increased people‟s risk of heart attacks, strokes and Type 2 diabetes.  

 SOUNDS LIKE GOOD NEWS! The elimination of industrial trans fats “can prevent millions of premature 
deaths and chronic diseases worldwide,” said Dr. Walter Willett, professor of epidemiology and nutrition at 
Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Heath, in an interview with CNN. 

 LIMIT SATURATED FAT (it can increase risk for diabetes) University of California-Davis researchers 
cautioned that all saturated fats can cause diabetes. “Fat build-up inside (muscle) cells,” they wrote, 
“causes toxic fatty breakdown products and free radicals that ‟block‟ the insulin-signaling process, close 
the „glucose gate‟ and make the blood sugar levels rise.” 
 
Similarly, an Israeli study found that eating red meat and grilled meat is associated with insulin resistance 
and fatty liver. Over 800 people filled out questionnaires on consumption of red meat and how they 
cooked it. High consumption of red meat was associated with a 50% increased risk of insulin resistance, 
and eating grilled meat or meat baked or roasted at high temperature was linked with roughly double risk 
of insulin resistance. 
 
Not all studies agree about meat. A Spanish study found no significant link between diabetes risk and red 
or processed meat consumption. However, Spaniards don't eat that much meat in general (especially the 
coastal regions of Spain where fish is plentiful). However, these last results don‟t mean eat more red meat 
(especially if your doctor advised against it). 
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