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Coconut oil – scientific facts  
 
S. V. Ramesh, Veda Krishnan, Shelly Praveen and K. B. Hebbar 
 
Coconut oil and its health benefits have been challenged once again by an US-based professor who has  
labelled it as ‘a pure poison’. The pertinent question we ask is whether her observations are based on scien-
tific facts. We would like to dispel any negative connotation and arrest the spread of mis-information about 
the oil of Kalpavriksha. Here we discuss and present scientific facts that support the health benefits of coco-
nut oil. 
 
Constituting fatty acids of coconut 
oil and their health benefits 

The negative reputation of coconut oil 
stems from the assumption that saturated 
fatty acids (SFAs) are deleterious for the 
human heart. Like most tropical oils, co-
conut oil has high (82%) saturated fatty 
acids, specifically lauric acid (LA) and 
myristic acid. Hence, it is natural to con-
sider coconut oil as a ‘poison’. From a 
common man’s perspective, any oil that 
is rich in SFAs is considered bad for 
health, whereas the beneficial effects of 
poly-unsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs), 
especially ω-3 and ω-6 fatty acids con-
taining natural oils, are well recognized. 
According to the guidelines of American 
Dietetic Association (ADA) and Dieti-
tians of Canada, individual SFAs differ 
in their effects on blood lipid levels.  
Also, the effect of SFAs on cardio-
vascular ailments is still under debate1. 
As early as 1981, Prior et al.2 proved that 
populations which rely on coconut as a 
source of edible oil do not develop any 
harmful health effects. This was further 
corroborated by Kaunitz and Dayrit3, 

who proved that high dietary coconut oil 
did not evince any biomarkers associated 
with coronary heart disease (CHD). Even 
though the contributory role of saturated 
fats in cardiovascular ailments is uncer-
tain, coconut oil chiefly comprises SFAs 
in the form of medium-chain fatty acids 
(MCFAs) like caproic acid (C6), caprylic 
acid (C8), capric acid (C10), LA (C12), 
etc. Medium-chain triglycerides (MCTs) 
are easily absorbed in the intestine be-
cause of their greater solubility and are 
transported through portal vein to liver to 
produce ketones and hence energy. On the 
contrary, long-chain fatty acids (LCFAs) 
enter the lymphatic portal system, and 
are deposited in the body and stored as 
fat. Also, clinical studies have proven 
that MCFAs have cardiovascular benefits 
and play a crucial role in the reduction of 
cardiovascular diseases (CVDs)/CHD-
associated risks4. A study by Assunçao et 
al.5 reported that 40 women showed a 
decrease in abdominal fat when they 
consumed coconut oil and followed a 
physical activity routine. Another study6 
categorically substantiated that coconut 
oil provides a satiated feeling though it 

did not affect resting energy expenditure. 
The effects of coconut oil supplementa-
tion on body composition and lipid pro-
file of rats that had undergone physical 
exercise revealed that such supplementa-
tion did not interfere with body mass7. 
Coconut oil is nature’s richest source of 
LA at about 50% of its composition; and 
human breast milk comes at a distant 
second with around 6% LA. MCTs, 
especially LA in its pure form, have 
antiviral8 and antibacterial properties, 
and studies prove that they may help 
balance gut bacteria and combat 
pathogenic bacteria9. They also help the 
digestive system because they are easily 
utilized by the body. When used with a 
healthy diet and other ways to support 
gut bacteria, MCFAs may help improve 
gut health over time. 

Nutrient richness of virgin coconut 
oil 

Virgin coconut oil (VCO) obtained from 
fresh coconut endosperm without any 
chemical process is rich in polyphenols 



COMMENTARY 
 

CURRENT SCIENCE, VOL. 117, NO. 4, 25 AUGUST 2019 565

and vitamin-E. Hence it has antioxidant 
and anti-inflammatory properties, there-
by possessing cardio-protective effects, 
and helps inhibit adjuvant-induced arthri-
tis4,10,11. It was also observed that VCO 
consumption during chemotherapy helps 
improve the functional status and quality 
of life of patients diagnosed with breast 
cancer. Additionally, it reduced the 
symptoms related to side effects of 
chemotherapy12. Antioxidant and hepato-
protective effects of VCO supplemen-
tation against hepatotoxicity and 
oxidative damage via improving anti-
oxidant defence system in rats have also 
been reported13.  
 The neuroprotective effects of coconut 
oil has been recognized and hence it is 
being administered to reduce the cogni-
tive deficits associated with Alzheimer’s 
disease (AD)14–16. Recently, the mole-
cular and biochemical basis of neuro-
protective effects of coconut oil has 
started emerging. Improved neuronal 
survival was observed in a study with 
coconut oil supplementation, as it 
rescued the cell cultures treated with 
amyloid beta (Aβ) compared to cultures 
treated only with Aβ (ref. 15). VCO has 
been shown to neutralize the effects of 
inflammasomes, macromolecular struc-
tures that are critical for the development 
of neurological disorders, in rats induced 
with AD. This effect has been attributed 
to its constituent ferulic acid that has the 
ability to bind fibrillar Aβ and inhibit its 
prolongation17. Another study examined 
the effects of LA, the most predominant 
MCT found in coconut oil, on activated 
microglia in mice18. This study proved 

that LA can reverse neuronal damage in 
patients with AD who consumed coconut 
oil. LA may attenuate glial activation in 
a G-protein-coupled receptor (GPR)-
dependent pathway and hence reduce the 
subsequent neuronal damage in patients 
with AD, who consume coconut oil17. In 
conclusion, consumers should be aware 
of the scientific background regarding 
the health benefits of coconut oil, so that 
it is consumed without any known 
deleterious effects.  
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