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The association between dietary fatty acids (FAs) and cardiovascular disease (CVD) has been investigated for decades. It is well accepted that diets low in saturated and trans FAs reduce risk of CVD, largely through lowering the level of LDL-cholesterol. The association of different FAs with risk of diabetes is less studied. In general, high intake of saturated FA (SFA) is associated with increased risk of impaired glucose tolerance, insulin resistance, and type 2 diabetes. The associations for monounsaturated FA (MUFA) and polyunsaturated FA (PUFA) are mixed. The study on dietary FAs in association with hypertension is more limited. Cross-sectional studies suggest a positive association for saturated fats and an inverse association for unsaturated fats with blood pressure (BP). Prospective studies are very few. These associations between dietary FAs and cardiometabolic disorders may be mediated by effects of FAs on obesity. Dietary fat is a major contributor to total energy intake. However, different FAs differ in metabolic rates, capacity to induce lipid synthesis and oxidation, and mobilization to various tissues. Animal studies show that high saturated fat diets led to greater body fat accumulation, while long-chain omega-3 FAs prevent the enhancement of fat mass. Only a few epidemiologic studies have examined the prospective association between dietary FAs and body weight change. We recently conducted analysis in the Women’s Health Study to examine the association of erythrocyte FAs, as biomarker of dietary FAs, with body weight change and risk of becoming overweight among initially normal-weight women. We found suggestive evidence that erythrocyte omega-6 PUFA was positively associated, and omega-3 PUFA inversely associated, with the risk of becoming overweight and weight gain. Future studies are needed to further investigate the interplay between subtypes of FAs and body weight and body fat as well as the biologic mechanisms underlying the associations.
