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LOW CARB DIET
AND
CHOLESTEROL:
WHAT YOU NEED
TO KNOW

Over the past decade,
low-carbohydrate
diets—including the
keto, Atkins, and paleo
approaches—have
surged in popularity.
Many people turn to
these eating patterns
for weight loss, better
blood sugar control,
and improved energy
levels. Yet one of the
most persistent
concerns surrounding

low carb diets is their
potential impact on
cholesterol. Can eating
fewer carbs and more
fat actually raise your
cholesterol? The
answer is more
nuanced than a simple

yes or no. In this
comprehensive guide,
we explore the

relationship between a
low carb diet and
cholesterol, separating
fact from fiction and
providing practical
insights for heart
health.

What Is a


https://app.ardentx.com/

Low Carb
Diet?

A low carb diet restricts
carbohydrates—typicall
y to less than 130
grams per day—and
replaces them with
proteins and fats. The
extreme version, the
ketogenic diet, limits
carbs to around 20-50
grams daily to induce
ketosis, a metabolic
state where the body
burns fat for fuel.
Common foods include
meat, fish, eggs, non-
starchy vegetables,

nuts, seeds, and
healthy oils, while
grains, legumes,

sugary foods, and most
fruits are minimized or
avoided. While
effective for many, the
high fat component
raises questions about
cholesterol levels.

Understa
nding
Cholester
ol: The
Good, the
Bad, and
the
Triglycer!
des

Before diving into how
low carb diets affect
cholesterol, it's
essential to understand
what cholesterol is.
Cholesterol is a waxy,
fat-like substance that
your body needs to
build cells, produce
hormones, and create
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vitamin D. It travels

through the
bloodstream in
packages called
lipoproteins.

e Low-Density
Lipoprotein
(LDL) - Often
labeled “bad”
cholesterol, LDL
can accumulate
in artery walls,
forming plaque
that narrows
vessels and
increases the risk
of heart disease.
However, LDL
particle size and
number
matter—small,
dense LDL
particles are
more harmful
than large, fluffy
ones.

e High-Density
Lipoprotein
(HDL) - Known
as “good”
cholesterol, HDL
helps remove

excess
cholesterol from
the bloodstream,
transporting it to
the liver for
excretion. Higher
HDL levels are
generally
associated with
lower heart
disease risk.

e Triglycerides -
These are fats
stored for
energy. High
triglyceride
levels, often
driven by excess
sugar and
refined carbs,
are linked to
metabolic
syndrome and
cardiovascular
risk.

When evaluating a low
carb diet and
cholesterol, we must
look at all three
components—not just
LDL alone.



How Low
Carb
Diets
Affect
Cholester
Ol

THE FAVORABLE
CHANGES: HDL AND
TRIGLYCERIDES

One of the most
consistent findings in
research is that low
carb diets significantly
improve triglycerides
and HDL cholesterol. A
2019 meta-analysis of
clinical trials found that
low carb interventions
led to greater
reductions in
triglycerides and larger
increases in HDL

compared to low fat
diets. The reduction in
triglycerides is likely
due to decreased
carbohydrate intake,
which lowers insulin
levels and reduces the
production of very-low-
density lipoproteins
(VLDL) that carry
triglycerides.
Meanwhile, HDL tends
to rise because of the
higher fat intake,
particularly from
sources like olive oil,
avocados, and fatty
fish.

THE UNCERTAIN
IMPACT ON LDL
CHOLESTEROL

When it comes to LDL
cholesterol, the picture
is mixed. Some
individuals experience
a rise in LDL levels
when adopting a low
carb diet, while others
see little change or
even a decrease. The
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variability depends on
factors such as
genetics, baseline
cholesterol, and the
specific composition of
the diet. For example,
a diet very high in
saturated fat from
processed meats and
butter may raise LDL
more than a diet rich in
monounsaturated and
polyunsaturated fats.
Interestingly, even
when LDL rises, the
particle size often
shifts from small,
dense (harmful) to
large,  fluffy  (less
harmful). Some experts
argue that the increase
in large LDL particles
does not necessarily
increase heart disease
risk.

INFLAMMATION AND
OTHER MARKERS

A low carb diet can
also reduce
inflammation, as
measured by C-

reactive protein (CRP).
Since inflammation
plays a key role in
atherosclerosis, this is
a positive effect.
Additionally,
improvements in blood
pressure, blood sugar
control, and insulin
sensitivity often
accompany a well-
formulated low carb
diet, further reducing
cardiovascular risk
factors.

Factors
That
Influence
Cholester
Ol
Response



to a Low
Carb Diet

DIETARY FAT
QuaALITY

Not all fats are created
equal. A low carb diet

high in
monounsaturated fats
(olive oil, nuts,

avocados) and
polyunsaturated fats
(fatty fish, flaxseeds,

walnuts) tends to
support healthier
cholesterol profiles.

Saturated fats, found in
coconut oil, butter, and
red meat, can raise
LDL in some people.
However, saturated
fat's effect on heart
health is still debated,
with some studies
showing neutral or
even protective effects
when consumed within
a low carb context. The
key is to prioritize

whole, minimally
processed fat sources.

CARBOHYDRATE
RESTRICTION LEVEL
The degree of

carbohydrate
restriction matters.
Very low carb
ketogenic diets may
provoke a greater LDL
increase in certain
individuals compared
to moderate low carb
diets (100-130 g per
day). If you notice a
dramatic rise in LDL,
adjusting your carb
level slightly upward
while still avoiding
processed carbs could
help.

GENETICS AND
INDIVIDUAL
VARIABILITY

Some people are
“hyper-responders” to
low carb diets—they
experience significant
increases in both LDL
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and HDL. This may be
due to genetic
variations in
cholesterol

metabolism. For these
individuals, the diet
may still be beneficial
if other markers
improve. A lipid panel
with particle size
testing can provide
more clarity than
standard LDL numbers.

WEIGHT LOSS AND
CALORIC BALANCE

Active weight loss itself
influences cholesterol.
During weight loss, LDL
may temporarily rise
due to the mobilization
of fat stores. Once
weight stabilizes,
cholesterol levels often
improve. It's important
to evaluate lipid levels
after several months of
weight maintenance
rather than during
active loss.

Strategie
S to
Manage
Cholester
ol While
Following
a Low
Carb Diet

If you're concerned
about your cholesterol
on a low carb diet, you
don’t necessarily have
to abandon the
approach. Here are
evidence-based
strategies to optimize
your lipid profile:

1. Choose Healthy
Fats -
Emphasize



avocados, olive
oil, nuts, seeds,
and fatty fish.
Limit excessive
intake of butter,
coconut oil, and
processed
meats.

. Increase
Soluble Fiber -
Low carb doesn't
mean zero carb.
Include non-
starchy
vegetables, chia
seeds, flaxseeds,
and psyllium
husk. Soluble
fiber binds to
cholesterol in the
gut and helps
excrete it.

. Add Omega-3
Fatty Acids -
Omega-3s from
fish oil or algae
supplements can
lower
triglycerides and
reduce
inflammation.
Fatty fish like

salmon,
mackerel, and
sardines are
excellent
choices.

. Prioritize

Leaner Protein
Sources - While
red meat is
allowed, consider
incorporating
poultry, eggs,
and plant-based
proteins like tofu
or tempeh (in
moderation) if
LDL is a concern.

. Incorporate

Physical
Activity -
Regular aerobic
exercise boosts
HDL and
improves overall
cardiovascular
health.
Resistance
training can also
enhance insulin
sensitivity.

. Monitor Your

Levels - Get a
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comprehensive
lipid panel before
starting a low
carb diet and
again after three
to six months.
Work with a
healthcare
provider to
interpret results
and adjust your
diet if needed.

Debunkin
9
Common
Myths
About
Low Carb
Diet and

Cholester
ol

MYTH 1: DIETARY
CHOLESTEROL
RAISEs BLooD
CHOLESTEROL

For decades, eggs and

shrimp were
demonized for their
cholesterol content.
However, current

research shows that
dietary cholesterol has
a minimal effect on
blood cholesterol for
most people. The body
compensates by
producing less
cholesterol when
intake is high. Eggs, in
particular, are nutrient-
dense and can be part
of a heart-healthy low
carb diet.

MYTH 2: ALL



SATURATED FATS
ARE HARMFUL

Not all saturated fats
behave the same.
Stearic acid (found in
cocoa and beef) may
have a neutral effect
on LDL, while palmitic
acid (in palm oil) can
raise it. Moreover, the
context of the overall
diet matters. In a low
carb diet with reduced
sugar and refined
carbs, the negative
impact of saturated fat
may be attenuated.

MyTH 3: Low CARB
DieTs ARE
INHERENTLY BAD
FOR THE HEART

Many large
observational studies
show that low carb
diets are associated
with a lower risk of
cardiovascular disease,
especially when the
diet emphasizes plant-
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based fats and
proteins. The concern
usually stems from
short-term elevations
in LDL, which may not
translate to increased
heart events over the
long term. More
research is needed, but
current evidence does
not support a blanket
warning.

Conclusio
n

The relationship
between a low carb
diet and cholesterol is
complex but
manageable. For the
majority of people, a
well-formulated low
carb diet improves
triglycerides and HDL
cholesterol, reduces
inflammation, and
enhances metabolic
health. While LDL
cholesterol may rise in
some individuals, this
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often comes with a
shift toward less
harmful particle types.
The key lies in
prioritizing high-quality
fats, getting enough
fiber, and paying
attention to your own
unique response. If you
are considering a low
carb diet, work with a
healthcare professional
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to monitor your
cholesterol and tailor
the approach to your
personal health goals.
With thoughtful
planning, you can
enjoy the benefits of
carbohydrate
restriction without
compromising your
heart health.



