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Both the fat content of the human diet and its fatty acid composition have come under considerable scrutiny with regard to their influence on human health. Although reducing total fat has been a long held target, there is no real consensus on the impact of this because a) it is not clear whether fat or calories is the problem, especially in an increasingly sedentary population; b) a lower fat intake often means a higher carbohydrate intake and this may not be consistent with improved health; c) many studies report a greater impact of changing the type of fat consumed rather than the amount of fat. The latter observation has focused attention of the role of the fatty acid composition of the diet in influencing health outcomes. Older paradigms related to saturated fatty acids and (omega-6) polyunsaturated fatty acids have been questioned in the last few years, and this has caused significant academic debate and created a challenge (and confusion) for the food industry, regulators and policy makers, and consumers. Furthermore, apparently robust early evidence about the health benefits of very long chain omega-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids has not been replicated in more recent studies, raising other questions. With regard to fatty acids and human health, the only consistent message is that the data are inconsistent!! Reasons for such inconsistencies are manifold and include apparent discrepancies between epidemiological studies which are often, though not always, in general agreement with one another and randomized controlled trials which have produced a variety of findings; an over-reliance on the pharmaceutical model for controlled investigations and meta-analyses which often do not fit the reality of human nutrition; a lack of appreciation that closely related fatty acids may not have the same physiological properties, and therefore may have quite different health effects; and a lack of consideration of the breadth of the functional effects of fatty acids and therefore of the range of possible health impacts. This presentation will integrate current knowledge of the impacts of a range of dietary fatty acids across an array of human health outcomes. However, even recognizing such impacts of fatty acids ignores the complex composition of foods, of meals and of whole diets and the variations in biological responsiveness to dietary fatty acids seen at the individual and population sub-group levels.   

