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For the more than 98 million Americans (about 52% of adults) who have high cholesterol the choice of spread has been a difficult one.  Which is better for your health, margarine or butter?  Putting all taste preferences aside we will examine this issue in a little more depth.
Butter is a saturated fat.  Saturated fats are found in animal sources such as meat and poultry, whole or reduced-fat milk, and butter. Some vegetable oils like coconut, palm kernel oil, and palm oil are saturated. Saturated fats are usually solid at room temperature.   Eating too many foods high in saturated fat may increase blood levels of LDL and total cholesterol. High blood levels of LDL and total cholesterol are risk factors for heart disease. 

So margarine must be the better spread?  Margarine actually contains a type of fat called trans fatty acids.  Trans fatty acids act like saturated fats and raise LDL cholesterol levels. They may also lower HDL cholesterol in the blood.  Trans fatty acids are formed when vegetable oils are made into margarine or shortening.  (Note: A margarine in the tub vs. stick form has less trans fatty acids and is a better alternative).  Sources of trans fats in the diet include snack foods and baked goods made with “partially hydrogenated vegetable oil” or “vegetable shortening.” Trans fatty acids also occur naturally in some animal products such as dairy products.  
Eating products that are high in saturated fats and/or have trans fatty acids may raise your blood cholesterol levels.  Elevated blood cholesterol is a major risk factor for heart disease, the leading cause of death in the US.
What is cholesterol? 

Cholesterol is a fat-like substance that circulates in the blood. In the bloodstream, there are different types of cholesterol: LDL, the “bad” cholesterol, and HDL, the “good” cholesterol.  HDL cholesterol gathers up extra cholesterol in the blood and carries it to the liver. The liver then either repackages it and sends it back out into the blood stream or gets rid out it by passing it out of the body. HDL may also help remove some of the cholesterol deposited on the artery walls.  High levels of LDL cholesterol can increase the risk of heart disease because it causes a build up on the walls of your arteries.  Overtime this build up of material called plaque can decrease the blood flow and may eventually lead to a heart attack or stroke. The type and amount of fats and oils we eat helps control LDL and Total cholesterol levels. 
For most people, following a healthy diet low in saturated fat, with plenty of fruits, vegetables and whole grain-based foods, plus getting regular physical activity is the first line of defense in managing cholesterol.  However, there are foods containing plant stanol esters that can help boost success when it comes to lowering blood cholesterol levels.

The butter/margarine alternative?
Here is the twist to our margarine/butter debate, eating products with plant stanol esters may help reduce the risk for heart disease by lowering high blood cholesterol, especially LDL cholesterol. The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has recently announced that eating foods containing plant stanol esters, about 3 grams per day, may reduce the risk of heart disease when part of a diet low in saturated fat and cholesterol. Look for this claim on food labels. 

Plant stanols are from naturally occurring substances in plants. The stanols are combined with a small amount of canola oil to form stanol esters, producing an ingredient that can be used in a wide variety of foods. 

How do plant stanol esters work? Plant stanol esters help block absorption of cholesterol from the digestive tract. This in turn helps to lower blood levels of LDL cholesterol without affecting HDL cholesterol levels. Clinical research has shown that plant stanol esters can reduce LDL cholesterol when 2 servings of foods containing this ingredient are consumed daily. Consumption of 3 servings per day can mean a cholesterol reduction of as much as 20 points.   

Are plant stanol esters safe? 

Plant stanol esters have been widely researched.  Clinical studies support the safety and success of plant stanol esters in lowering LDL cholesterol.  With the FDA recommended level of 3 grams of plant stanol esters per day there are minimal gastrointestinal side effects. Though plant stanol esters are safe for the entire family to use, they show the most benefit for people who need to manage their cholesterol levels.   Once you start using plant stanol esters you should see a 10-14% reduction in total and LDL cholesterol within three months.
What foods contain plant stanol esters? 
Right now, regular and ‘light’ spreads fortified with plant stanol esters like BENECOL® and Take Control are available.  You may also start to see this ingredient featured in other new food products.

How do plant stanol ester containing foods fit into a healthy eating plan?

Using 2 to 3 servings of foods containing plant stanol esters each day in place of similar foods like margarine and butter will lower LDL-cholesterol and may reduce your risk of heart disease.  A serving of 1 ½ teaspoons of plant stanol ester spread provides 1.5 grams of plant stanols.  Plant stanol ester fortified foods easily fit into an active, healthy lifestyle that includes a diet low in saturated fat, and high in fruits, vegetables and cereal grains. Regular vegetable oil spreads containing plant stanol esters can be used in cooking and baking as a one-for-one substitution for other cooking fats and oils. “Light” spreads containing this ingredient are designed for spreading only.
The cost of these products are much higher however, ranging from $5.58 per pound for Take Control to $12.99 per pound for BENECOL® compared to $0.99 to $1.35 for regular margarine. This should be compared with the price for a month's supply of cholesterol-lowering medication at approximately $70 to $80. Some people have been able to lower their medication dose when using these margarines, but this should only be done under the care of your doctor.  Plant stanol esters will help the cholesterol-lowering effectiveness of statin drugs. A recent study found that people taking cholesterol lowering medication and eating the plant stanol ester spread 3 times a day had a 17% reduction in their LDL cholesterol compared to only a 7% reduction from those taking the medication and using a canola oil spread. If you are currently using cholesterol-lowering drugs, talk with your doctor or registered dietitian about adding foods containing plant stanol ester to your low fat diet.

So our conclusion to the butter vs. margarine debate….eat healthy.  Include 5 or more servings of fruits and vegetables each day. Base your meals on whole grains, beans, and legumes, 3-4 ounce portions of lean meat or poultry without the skin, and 2-3 servings of low-fat or fat-free dairy products each day. Limit your intake of sweets, and other high-fat foods -- and choose the type of fats and oils you eat carefully.  If you have a history of high cholesterol, substitute your butter or margarine spread with one made with plant stanol esters.  Remember eating 3 grams a day of plant stanols is the recommended level for reducing your cholesterol and this works out to about 3 teaspoons/day. 
Banana Muffins Made with BENECOL®
Makes 18 Muffins (recipe courtesy of St Vincent Health Center)
Serving size: 1 muffin (1 muffin equals ½ serving of BENECOL®)

Ingredients:
· 2 cups of flour 

· 1 cup mashed ripe bananas (about 3 medium bananas) 

· ½ cup BENECOL® Regular Spread 

· 1 ½ tsp. baking powder 

· 1 cup sugar 

· ½ tsp. salt 

· 1 cup low-fat or nonfat sour cream 

· 2 eggs, beaten or ½ cup egg beaters
· 1 tsp. cinnamon 

· 1 tsp. vanilla 

· ¼ cup chopped nuts 

Method:
1. Preheat oven to 350 degrees.  Line muffin cups with paper liners.

2. Stir or whisk together flour, baking powder, salt, and cinnamon; set aside.

3. Stir together mashed bananas, sour cream, and vanilla; set aside.

4. In a large bowl, cream BENECOL® Spread until light. Gradually add sugar, beating well after each addition.

5. Pour in the beaten eggs a little at a time, beating well after each addition.  Continue beating for another 2 minutes at medium speed. Add banana mixture and blend well.

6. Add the dry ingredients, divided into 4 parts.  Mix well after each addition.

7. Spoon equal amounts of batter (about ¼ cup) into the prepared pans.  Lightly tap pans on counter.  Sprinkle chopped nuts on the tops of the muffins.

8. Bake 20 minutes, or until a cake tester inserted in the center of a muffin comes out clean.  Let the muffins cool in the pans on wire racks for 10 minutes, then take them out to finish cooling right-side up on the racks.

Nutritional Information: Calories 190;  Total Fat 7 g;  Carbohydrates 29 g; Sodium 170 mg;  Cholesterol 25 mg;  Saturated Fat 1.6 g;  Protein 3.6g;  Fiber 1 g.
