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“Low Fat Diet: Is it the Answer to Heart Disease?” 

The debate between low fat diet versus low carbohydrate diets has again 

flared up. National dietary guidelines were introduced in 1977 and 1983, by the 

US and UK governments, respectively, with the ambition of reducing coronary 

heart disease (CHD) by reducing fat intake.  However, through 2015, no analysis 

of the evidence base for these recommendations has been undertaken.  A 2015 

study, a meta-analysis of available randomized controlled trials (RCTs), in Open 

Heart Journal found there were no differences in all-cause mortality and non-

significant differences in CHD mortality, resulting from the dietary 

interventions.  Even though the reductions in mean serum cholesterol levels were 

significantly higher in the intervention groups, this did not result in significant 

differences in CHD or all-cause mortality.  The study authors, led by Zoë 

Harcombe, concluded that dietary recommendations were introduced for 220 

million US and 56 million UK citizens by 1983, in the absence of supporting 

evidence from randomized controlled trials (RCTs).  In other words, millions of 

us were instructed to follow rigid dietary guidelines in the absence of supporting 

scientific data.  Both the British and US dietary guidelines recommended 

reducing overall dietary fat consumption to 30 percent of total intake and 

limiting saturated fat to around 10 percent -- advice that has remained basically 

the same since the 1970s and 1980s.  Obviously, Harcombe's study has drawn 

harsh criticism.  Still, according to Walter Willett, chair of the department of 

nutrition at Harvard School of Public Health, if you're wondering whether Dean 

Ornish's low-fat diet will help you shed pounds better than Dr. Atkins' low-carb 

menu, the answer is simple: it doesn't matter. The Ornish diet is a brutal, 

miserable, total vegetarian regime and the Atkins’ diet (low-carb, high fat) was 

the focus of extreme criticism and ridicule by the medical establishment for 

decades.  Willett says, “In terms of weight loss, low-fat diets and low-carb diets 

overall are equally effective and, most of the time, neither will help you keep 

weight off long-term.”  Amazingly, we've now looked at over 250,000 men and 

women for up to 30 years, and we haven't seen that the percentage of calories 

from fat or from carbohydrates in your diet makes any difference in relation to 

heart attacks, various cancers or stroke.  The National Heart, Lung and Blood 

Institute found that starting a low-fat diet in mid-life does not, by itself, decrease 

a woman's risk of heart disease or stroke or dramatically reduce her risk of breast 

or colorectal cancer, according to three studies of almost 50,000 healthy, post-

menopausal women.   

In the America that I love, cherry picking the data can allow someone to 

support or refute nearly any point of view.  Misinformation and bad advice reign 

supreme for so-called heart healthy diets. 
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