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Products containing coconut
continue to increase in popularity.
Products such as coconut oil and coco-
nut water are flooding the market. It is
difficult to walk into a grocery store
without seeing a coconut-containing
product on display. There are hundreds
of blogs and diets that sing the praises
of health benefits they claim are linked
to coconut products, including weight
loss, cancer prevention and improved
brain function in Alzheimer’s disease.
Does this mean that coconuts are the
next superfood?

Coconut Oil

Coconut oil is an edible oil
extracted from the “meat” of matured
coconuts. It has several applications
in the food industry. It is used in
processed foods because it is relatively
inexpensive and can provide crisp
texture to foods. Coconut oil has a
high smoke point, the temperature
where it starts to break down, which
makes it shelf stable and ideal for
foods that need a longer shelf-life.
Hydrogenated and partially hydroge-
nated coconut oil are found in cereals,
baked goods, biscuits, salty snacks,
soaps, cosmetics and moisturizers.

According to some health food
promoters and celebrity doctors,
coconut oil is the latest miracle food,
claiming it can cure everything from
heart disease to obesity and cancer.
However, the effects of coconut oil on
health have not been well studied.
These health claims tend to be based
more on personal testimonials than on
scientific evidence. In fact, there are
very few studies in people showing
benefits of coconut oil — most of these
studies are epidemiology studies

(e.g., population studies) that show a
link between high coconut-consuming
countries and longevity [1-2].

Coconut oil is considered a
saturated fat and contains 9 calories
per gram. There are two basic types
of fats — saturated and unsaturated.
Unsaturated fats are healthy fats and
include plant-based fats (such as
vegetable oils and fats found in nuts,
avocados and seeds) and fish oils.
These fats should be the primary fats
in your diet because they either do not
affect cholesterol levels or they raise
HDL (good) cholesterol without
raising LDL (bad) cholesterol.

Saturated fats found in animal fats
and tropical oils, including coconut oil,
should be consumed only in small
amounts because they raise both
HDL (good) and LDL (bad) cholesterol.
The U.S. 2010 Dietary Guidelines
recommend that saturated fat should
be limited to 7 to 10 percent of total
calories because it can increase risk for
heart disease. The fat in pure virgin
coconut oil is about 92 percent satu-
rated, the highest amount of saturated
fat of any edible fat, which means it
doesn’t take much of it for you to reach
your daily saturated fat limit [2].

However, some of the saturated
fatty acids found in coconut oil, lauric
acid and myristic acid, have been
linked with some positive health
benefits [3-6]. For example, lauric acid
has been shown in many studies to
increase HDL cholesterol and decrease
LDL cholesterol, but when taken as an
isolated fatty acid, not as part of
coconut oil [6]. Coconut oil is unique
because it also contains a high level of
medium chain triglycerides (MCT),
which are metabolized differently
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than long chain fatty acids such as lauric and
myristic acids. MCTs are transported directly from
the intestinal tract to the liver, where they are
burned off as fuel, which may raise the metabolic rate
slightly [4-5]. With MCT going through this
metablolic pathway, less fatty acids are available to
be circulated throughout the body and deposited in
fat tissues. Since the effect of MCT oil on weight loss
is modest, it is not likely that coconut oil, which is
only about half MCTs, will have much effect on weight
loss. Only one study has been conducted on the effect
of coconut oil on weight loss, a master’s thesis in
Brazil, and there was no significant effect [3].

Because the saturated fat in coconut oil is from
lauric acid, coconut oil may be better for you than
butter and other animal fats. Although coconut oil
doesn’t contain cholesterol, some studies show that it
raises both LDL and HDL cholesterol [6]. If you
choose to use coconut oil, choose “virgin” or unrefined
coconut oil and use it in moderation. Many health
care organizations such as the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration, the Academy of Nutrition and Dietet-
ics and the American Heart Association advise
against the consumption of high amounts of coconut
oil due to its high levels of saturated fat. One table-
spoon of coconut oil contains 117 calories, 14 grams of
fat, 12 grams of saturated fat and is generally more
costly than healthier fats. If you are looking for real
health benefits, liquid vegetable oils like soybean,
canola, corn or olive oil are better choices.

Coconut Water

Coconut water is the clear fluid from young,
still-green coconuts. Coconut water is believed by
many consumers to have a variety of health benefits.
However, to date, there is no scientific literature
available to support these claims. One popular claim
related to coconut water is that it is more hydrating
than water. A recent study compared bottle water,
coconut water, coconut water from concentrate and a
carbohydrate-electrolyte sports drink [7]. The study
found no difference between beverages on hydrating
abilities and support of exercise following beverage
consumption [7]. Coconut water does contain a high
amount of potassium (~480 mg per 8-ounce serving),

which is why it is often used for rehydration by
athletes. Coconut water has about 45 calories per
8-ounce serving and those calories can add up quickly
if you are not mindful of the amount you drink.

The Bottom Line

If you enjoy the taste of coconut oil and coconut
water, include small amounts of it in your diet, but
don’t expect big rewards. There is no strong scientific
evidence that proves eating coconut oil or drinking
coconut water has any great health benefits.
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