
 

 

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN FATS AND CHOLESTEROL 

You may have heard the terms “lipids” and “cholesterol” used interchangeably, and assumed 
they meant the same thing. 

Cholesterol is a type of lipid, just as fats are. However, unlike fat, cholesterol can't be exercised 
off, sweated out or burned for energy. 

Our bodies have the ability to make all of the cholesterol needed for proper functioning, but 
most people also get cholesterol from foods. Different foods vary in the amount of cholesterol 
they contain. Only animal products, including meat, chicken, fish, eggs, organ meats and high-
fat dairy products have cholesterol; plant-based products may contain fat, but they do not 
contain cholesterol. 

Cholesterol is a waxy, fat-like substance and is essential to every cell in the body. We need 
cholesterol to make certain hormones and it is part of a chemical called bile, which helps to 
digest fats. 

Cholesterol is actually part lipid, part protein. This is why the different kinds of cholesterol are 
called lipoproteins. 

Low density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol is known as “bad” blood cholesterol, and functions to 
deliver cholesterol to cells throughout the body and can be deposited as “plaque” on artery 
walls.  



High density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol is known as “good” blood cholesterol, and functions 
as a vehicle in the blood to remove cholesterol waste from the body via the liver. 

Fat is also a necessary component of a healthy diet. It is a part of every cell in the body and 
makes up about 60% of the brain. Fat is essential in the absorption of fat-soluble vitamins A, D, 
E and K and also makes up parts the hormones. 

There is not a single type of fat. 

Triglycerides are the primary form of dietary fat found in the body, and may contain a 
combination of three fatty acids: saturated fatty acids (SFAs), polyunsaturated fatty acids 
(PUFAs), or monounsaturated fatty acids (MUFAs). 

Essential fatty acids cannot be not produced by the body and must be obtained from the diet; 
these include omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids, both polyunsaturated fats. 

Trans fats are derived from partially hydrogenated fats and mimic the function of saturated 
fatty acids in the body. They may increase risk for heart disease, and are most often found in 
processed foods and fast foods. 

Research shows that the amount and type of dietary fat consumed can affect blood cholesterol 
levels. Dietary fat, especially saturated (from animal products) and trans fats, may raise blood 
levels of total and LDL cholesterol. Replacing some saturated fats with polyunsaturated and 
monounsaturated fats (especially olive and canola oil) can help lower blood cholesterol. 

Keep in mind, however, that dietary cholesterol does not have as much of an effect on blood 
cholesterol as saturated fat. It is important to regulate one’s intake of dietary fat in order to 
regulate blood LDL and HDL cholesterol levels. A high level of total cholesterol is not healthy for 
the heart and can increase your chances of cardiovascular disease. 
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