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Macela, DrSc



 

The oil palm (Elaeis guineensis) is a tropical tree in the Arecaceae family that has been cultivated for more than 
5 000 years. The flesh of the fruit (pericarp) of the palm tree is used to produce palm oil, which is currently the 
most widely used vegetable oil in the world. However, it is not the only oil that is extracted from the oil palm. The 
fruit of the oil palm is the nut, which is also used to produce an oil known as palm kernel oil. Palm kernel oil is a 
highly debated food today. For the sake of this text, let us leave aside the ecological issue, i.e. that oil palm 
cultivation destroys natural forests, and focus only on the issue of the relationship between palm oil and a healthy 
diet. Given its widespread consumption, there are many half-truths and misleading information about the 
relationship between palm oil and human health. Here are three of the most common and frequent ones:

The first example: "According to studies, palm oil contains no beneficial unsaturated fatty acids, but only highly 
dangerous saturated ones" [1]. Facts: Palm oil contains 50% saturated fatty acids (SFA), mostly palmitic acid 
(44%) and a lower amount of stearic acid (5%), and 40% monounsaturated fatty acids (MUFA), mostly oleic acid, 
and 10% polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFA), mostly linoleic acid [2-4]. Thus, it is not true that palm oil does not 
contain unsaturated fatty acids. 

Example two: Since "palm oil contains about 50% saturated fatty acids, which are known to cause clogging of 
blood vessels, consumption of palm oil can lead to corrosion of the arteries or heart attacks" [5]. Facts: The 
current studies summarized in the systematic review of data on the relationship between palm oil consumption 
and the risk of cardiovascular disease and cardiovascular mortality did not provide relevant evidence for or 
against palm oil consumption [6]. Other meta-analyses of randomized and observational studies, which have a 
higher degree of confidence than single studies, found no beneficial effects on cardiovascular disease and 
overall mortality if SFA intake was reduced. To general surprise, these studies also found protective effects of 
SFA consumption against stroke [7]. Moreover, it is certainly worth mentioning that in terms of atherogenic 
effects, i.e. the influence on the development of atherosclerotic degenerative changes, there is no reason to 
prefer white meat (poultry meat with low saturated fatty acid content) over red meat with higher SFA content 
(pork, beef, mutton, but also veal or lamb with high saturated fatty acid content) [8]. The fact that palm fat is not 
extremely exceptional among food fats in terms of SFA content is shown in the table. However, palm oil 
dominates among vegetable oils in terms of SFA content, especially palm kernel oil. This may be one of the 
reasons for the half-truths. 

Example 3: Although palm oil, unlike lard, does not contain cholesterol, its consumption increases cholesterol 
levels in the human body. Facts: This statement is only half true. Consumption of SFA in fats does increase the 
level of low density lipoproteins (LDL), which are referred to as bad cholesterol, but these are larger lipoprotein 
particles that do not seem to correlate with cardiovascular disease risk. This is consistent with the fact that full-fat 
dairy products, unprocessed meats and dark chocolate, foods that are rich in SFAs with a complex matrix, are 
not associated with an increased risk of cardiovascular disease [10]. Moreover, the structure of triacylglycerol, 
the main component of fats, matters. It is both the composition of SFAs in its molecule and the order of positions 
of their attachment to glycerol [11]. 



Additional comment: Oils and fats in general are esters of fatty acids with trisaturated glycerol. Depending on 
the presence or absence of double bonds in the fatty acid chain, which esterifies the glycerol, they are 
distinguished into saturated fatty acids (SFAs - have no double bonds in their carbon chain), monounsaturated 
fatty acids (MUFAs - have one double bond in the chain) and polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs - have two or 
more double bonds in the chain). From a health point of view, vegetable oils are preferable to animal fats and oils 
because they contain more unsaturated fatty acids, which are more beneficial to health. However, there are 
exceptions, for example, coconut oil and palm kernel oil are dominated by SFAs, which are considered unhealthy 
[12-14]. However, it cannot be said in general that fats and oils containing a higher percentage of SFAs are 
harmful to health and are even labeled as killers, see palm oil [9]. Studies have shown that the main dietary SFAs 
that worsen total cholesterol and LDL cholesterol levels, which are hallmarks of existing or emerging 
cardiovascular disease, are mainly SFAs with shorter carbon chains, such as lauric (C12:0) and myristic (C14: 
0); SFAs with longer carbon chains, palmitic acid (C16:0) or stearic acid (C18:0), increase all cholesterol 
fractions, both LDL and HDL (high density lipoprotein), the cholesterol referred to as good cholesterol, and are 
therefore neutral from an atherogenic point of view [15, 16]. 

All of the information that has accumulated through detailed structural studies of the triacylglycerol component of 
fats [17-21] contradicts all three of the above considerations regarding the relationship between palm oil and 
human health and essentially supports the concept that consumption of palm oil as part of a balanced diet 
carries a very low risk of cardiovascular [6, 22] or cancer [11]. 

And to make matters worse, crude palm oil, which is directly extracted from the palm pericarp (mesocarp), the 
flesh encasing the palm nut, is rich in carotenoids (precursors of vitamin A), tocopherols and tocotrienols 
(vitamin E), sterols, phospholipids, squalene, aliphatic hydrocarbons and aliphatic alcohols [23]. Due to its 
coloring with carotenoids and low free fatty acid content, it has a red color and hence it is called red palm oil. 
Similar to processed palm oil, this red palm oil contains unsaturated fatty acids (oleic, linoleic and linolenic acids) 
as well as saturated fatty acids (palmitic, stearic and myristic acids) [24, 25]. Red palm oil, although known for a 
very long time, is currently being intensively studied due to its very beneficial effects on human health. Its 
protective effects on the circulatory system and protection against coronary heart disease, overcoming vitamin A 
deficiency in children and pregnant women, improving ocular complications caused by vitamin A deficiency, 
promoting normal reproduction in men and women, supporting the treatment of diabetes, and anticancer effects 
including the alleviation of adverse effects of chemotherapy have been demonstrated [26-29]. 

From all that has been mentioned here, it is clear that oil palm products, not only oils but also palm oil phenols 
[30-32], should be further studied for their potential positive effects on human health, as there is not enough 
information yet. However, there is no need to label some of its products as a well-disguised killer out of ignorance 
[9].
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