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Tomorrow's Food System 

Fats and Oils: 
Consumers Use More, 
But Different Kinds 

Karen Bunch and Jorge Hazera 
(202) 44 7 -6860

E
vidence linking saturated fat with
heart disease, along with concerns 

over obesity, has dramatically affected 
consumption of fats and oils in the United 
States. In 1960, per capita consumption 
amounted to almost 119 pounds 

Table 1. U.S. Average Per Capita Consumption of Visible and Invisible Fats 

(table 1). Although the amount climbed 
to 129 pounds in 1970, by 1982 it had 
inched ahead only another 1.2 pounds per 
person. 

In addition, there has been a shift from 
animal to vegetable sources of fats and 
oils, reflecting consumers' efforts to 
switch from saturated to polyunsaturated 
fats and oils and expansion of U.S. 
oilseed production. In 1960, fats and oils 
from animals represented 70 percent of 
the total (figure 1). By 1982, the share 
had fallen to 57 percent. 

As a result of the shift to vegetable fats 
and oils, the share of saturated fat in the 
diet decreased from 37 percent in 1960 to 
33 percent in 1982. Most of this decline 
was offset by an increase in the percent
age of polyunsaturated fat in the diet. 
Thus, while total fat consumption has in
creased, from a nutritional standpoint, 
there has been a positive change in the 
types of fats consumed. 

There are Invisible Fats ... 

Fats and oils in the diet are classified as 
•"invisible" and "visible." The invisible 
ones-those naturally in foods such as 
meat, eggs, or dairy products-account 
for about 50-60 percent of the total and 
provide 65 percent of our saturated fat, a 
share that has varied little over time. 

Red meat, poultry, and fish are the 
greatest source of invisible fat, account
ing for 34 percent of the total, and 40 per
cent of the saturated fat in the diet in 
1982. Beef, pork, and lamb average 20 to 
25 percent fat, depending on the type of 
cut; poultry and fish about 5 percent. 
Eggs, which are 10 percent fat, contrib
uted 3 percent to total fat consumed in 
1982. 

The fat content of dairy products 
ranges from 1 percent for nonfat dry milk 
to 10-15 percent for ice cream, and 30 
percent or more for cheese. Over the last 
50 years, there has been a decrease in per 
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and Oils1 

1940 

Visible fats and oils 
Baking and frying fats 8.8 
Salad and cooking oils 7.3 
Margarine 1.9 
Butter 13.4 
Lard 14.2 
Tallow 0 
Total, visible 45.6 

Invisible fats and oils 
Meat, poultry, and fish 31.8 
Dairy products 17.4 
Eggs 3.8 
Vegetables, fruits, 8.9 

nuts, etc. 
Total, invisible 61.9 

Total 107.5 

Fat content basis. 

capita whole milk and cream consump
tion, leading to a decline in fat from these 
sources. This was partially offset, how
ever, by increased consumption of whole 
milk cheeses. Consumption of fat in dairy 
products has varied little over the last 10 
years. In 1982, dairy products made up 12 
percent of total fat consumed, and 20 per
cent of saturated fat, compared to 16 per
cent and 25 percent in 1940. 

Vegetable sources also constitute a 
small share of total invisible fats in our 
diets. Nuts contribute about 4 percent to 
'total fat, while lesser amounts come from 
coffee and cereal products. Fruits and 
vegetables are very minor sources of fat 
in the diet, adding only about 0.7 percent. 

... And Visible Fats 

Visible fats and oils are those added to 
foods, either directly in the form of 
spreads and salad dressings, or as in
gredients in meals, bakery products, and 
other processed foods. Home use 
comprises the largest share of visible 
fats-30.2 percent. Ingredients in 
prepared baked goods accounted for 7.4 
percent of total visible fats and oils in 
1982, while canned foods contributed 6.8 

1950 1960 1970 1982 

Pounds 

10.9 12.6 17.3 18.8 
8.5 11.5 17.7 23.3 
4.9 7.5 8.6 8.9 
8.5 6.0 4.2 3.6 

12.4 7.6 4.6 2.3 
0 0 0 1.3 

45.2 45.2 52.4 58.2 

37.8 43.9 48.1 44.3 
20.1 17.0 15.2 15.3 

4.9 4.4 4.0 3.4 
8.5 8.0 8.6 9.1 

71.3 73.3 75.9 72.1 

116.5 118.5 128.3 130.3 

percent, and frozen foods, 6.3 percent. 
Potato and corn chips added another 
6 percent to the total visible fats and 
oils consumed. 

Restaurant use of fats and oils rose 69 
percent between 1969 and 1979, primarily 
due to the increase in fast food outlets 
and other establishments specializing in 
fried foods such as chicken, fish, and 
french-fried potatoes. Restaurants ac
counted for 19. 7 percent of visible fats 
and oils consumed in 1982, compared 
with 12.9 percent in 1969. 

The quantity and type of visible fats 
consumed in the United States have 
changed dramatically since the turn of the 
century, with animal fats becoming much 
less important as a source. Between 1950 
and 1982, the share of fats and oils from 
vegetable sources increased from 28 to 43 
percent. The use of fluid vegetable oils, in 
particular, has shown a dramatic 
change-rising from 5 pounds per person 
in 1950 to 23 pounds in 1982. The greater 
use of fluid oils, which contain a higher 
percentage of polyunsaturated fatty acids 
than do more solid forms offats and oils, 
has helped lower the share of saturated 
fat in our diets. 
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The expansion of the U.S. soybean in
dustry brought about a dramatic increase 
in the supply of soybean oil at competi
tive prices. Furthermore, improvements 
in processing techniques since 1950 have 
permitted production of shortening and 
margarine made entirely from vegetable 
oils. Consumers, concerned about sat
urated fat and cholesterol intake and at
tracted to the lower price, have quickly 
switched to these vegetable-based prod
ucts. 

Butter consumption· decreased 38 per
cent from its peak of 18.5 pounds per per
son in 1932 to 4.5 pounds in 1982, as 
consumers substituted margarines pro
duced with vegetable oils. Margarine con
sumption, only 1.6 pounds per person in 
1932, is now more than double that of 
butter. Price is certainly a factor in this 
switch, with margarine averaging less 
than half the price of butter. 

Direct use of lard by consumers has 
shown a decline similar to that of butter 
falling from its peak of 13.8 pounds per 
capita in 1942 to only 2.3 pounds in 1982. 
Lard remains an important ingredient in 
shortening and margarine, though its use 
in these products is declining. 

The consumption of beef tallow has in
creased over the last 10 years, mainly due 
to use by the fast food industry for deep
fat frying. Along with lard, tallow is also 
contained in shortening and margarine. 
In fact, both tallow and lard remain 
second only to soybean oil in their use in 
the production of food fat and oil prod
ucts (table 2). 

Animal, Vegetable, or Both? 

Consumers face an often overwhelm
ing choice of fats and oils products, in
cluding many types and brands of shor
tening, salad oils, and margarines. Each 
of these can be composed of one oil or a 
blend of either animal or vegetable fats 
and oils or both. In turn, vegetable shor
tenings, oils, and margarines can contain 
any number of vegetable oils: soybean, 
cottonseed, palm, or coconut. 

Corn oil margarine, safflower oil, and 
olive oil are examples of products made 
from a single source. In contrast, prod
ucts labeled simply "vegetable oil" or 
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Figure 1 

Visible Fats and Oils 
Food sources 

Home use 
(30.2%) ---

Restaurant use 
(19.7%) 

Source: Census of Manufacturing, 1977. 
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Cookies/candy 
(6.6%) 

Prepared mixes 
(2.6%) 

Salad dressing 
(14.5%) 

,,..._ __ Frozen foods 
(6.3%) 

Table 2. Fats and Oils Used in Food Products, 1982-831 

Salad and 

Item cooking oil 

Soybean 4,668 

Cottonseed 444 

Corn 395 

Coconut 

Palm 

Peanut 162 

Sunflower 

Tallow 0 

Lard 0 

Total 5,835 

Year beginning Oct. 1, 1982. 

Baking and 

frying fat 

2,944 

122 

164 

206 

616 

252 

4,356 

Margarine 

Million pounds 

1,615 

31 

217 

7 

24 

1,906 

Other 

edible 

58 

16 

146 

NA 

NA 

368 

Total 

9,285 

633 

637 

340 

272 

174 

73 

1,066 

730 

12,465 

- = Withheld to avoid disclosing information for individual companies. 

"vegetable margarine" are made from a 
combination of oils, though primarily 
soybean oil. Similarly, vegetable shorten
ings are usually composed of a blend of 
soybean, cottonseed, and either palm or 
coconut oils. 

Margarine and shortening are also 
available in blends that contain vegetable 
oils and animal fat. Twenty percent of the 
fats and oils in these shortenings are an
imal fat, primarily beef tallow, while mar
garines contain only 2 percent from an
imal sources. 
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Soybean oil has emerged as the leading 
vegetable oil used in these products, 
offsetting the decline in cottonseed oil, 
once the major vegetable oil used in the 
United States. Expansion of soybean pro
duction over the last 30 years made soy
bean oil abundant and lower priced than 
other oils. Greater use of soybean oil has 
positive nutritional implications since it 
has a higher ratio of polyunsaturated to 
saturated fatty acids than does cottonseed 
oil (table 3). 

Increased attention to the benefits of 
polyunsaturated fats has also led to more 
oils and margarines made from sunflower 
and safflower oils, which have an even 
higher ratio of polyunsaturates to sa
turated fatty acids. Manufacturers have 
created a new market segment by ad
vertising the health benefits of these 
products and consumers have been wil
ling to pay higher prices than for soybean 
oil products. Sunflower and safflower oils, 
however, still reprnsent only about 3 per
cent of total oils used. 

As consumers increasingly respond to 
concerns about fat intake, knowledge of 
how fat and oil products are produced be
comes important. For example, while the 
ingredient oils influence the level of sat
urated fats in shortening, salad and cook
ing oils, and margarine, so can the pro
duction process called hydrogenation. 

Hydrogenation, developed in the early 
1900's, is the chemical alteration of the 
structure of oils to produce a solid prod
uct, such as shortening. Some highly sat
urated fats and oils such as those from 
animals, coconuts, and palms are natu
rally solid at room temperature, while 
others solidify only through hydrogena
tion. 

Technological improvements in the last 
two decades have resulted in more con
trol over the process. The manufacturer 
can now stop the hydrogenation at any 
point to meet the physical and chemical 
characteristics desired in the final prod
uct. As a result, consumers can now 
choose among an array of solid, semi
solid, and liquid shortenings and marga
rine, as well as liquid vegetable oils. 

The hydrogenation process also in
creases the chemical stability of fats and 
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Table 3. Fatty Acid Composition of the Principal Fats and Oils Used in Edible 
Products 

Mono- Poly-

Item Saturated unsaturated unsaturated 1 

Percent 

Soybean 14 24 62 

Cottonseed 26 22 52 

Corn 14 29 57 

Peanut 21 49 30 

Olive 15 73 12 

Safflower 10 14 75 

Sunflower 11 19 70 

Coconut 93 6 1 

Palm 57 36 7 

Tallow 51.1 44.0 4.9 

Lard 44 46 10 

Polyunsaturates are used as a residual category, especially for lard and tallow. 

Source: Institute of Shortening and Edible Oils 

Table 4. Fatty Acid Composition of Food Fats and Oils 

Shortening 

Vegetable 

Before hydrogenation 1

After hygrogenation 

Vegetable/animal blend 

Animal 

Margarines 

Vegetable 

Before hydrogenation 

After hydrogenation 

stick 

tub 

liquid 

Animal 

Salad oils 

Before hydrogenation 

After hydrogenation 

Butter 

Saturated 

23 

22-32

30-50

34-45

14 

17-25 

15-23 

10-17 

36-41 

15 

15 

63-70

Mono-

unsaturated 

Percent 

20 

44-55

37-57

44-53

23 

35-66

22-48

14-36

52-57

22 

50 

28-31

Poly

unsaturated 

57 

33 

13 

20 

63 

29 

46 

61 

7 

63 

35 

2 

Based on fatty acid composition of fats and oils used in manufacture (table 3). 

oils, which reduces rancidity and thereby 
increases shelf life. As a result, even 
liquid fat and oil products are lightly hy
drogenated to improve keeping quality. 
This is especially important for soybean 
oil which is more subject to rancidity than 
other oils because of its higher proportion 
of unsaturated fats. 

While hydrogenation yields a wider 

variety of more stable products, it also 
has nutritional implications because it 
changes the degree of saturation of the fi
nal product. In the hydrogenation pro
cess, polyunsaturated fats are converted 
into either monounsaturated or fully sat
urated fatty acids. In recent years, tech
nical advances have given manufacturers 
more control over the degree of satura-
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