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Cardiovascular Disease (CVD): America’s Greatest Health Challenge
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First, 48 million households have a chronic ailment sufferer who manages his or her ailment 
through dietary changes, according to the Nielsen Ailment Index.

“As the population ages, we will likely see a corresponding increase in chronic diseases and 
ailments….In many cases [they’ll] require taking medication or visiting health care professionals, [yet] 
consumers also realize that proper nutrition plays a vital role in prevention….Nielsen’s Global Health 
and Ingredient Sentiment Survey [reports that] 
70% of consumers around the globe – and 60% 
of Americans – said they actively make dietary 
choices to help prevent health conditions such 
as obesity, diabetes and high cholesterol.”1    

Established science supports this prevalent 
consumer behavior, as shown in a Mayo Clinic 
meta-analysis of 41 trials: “Dietary therapy is 
the cornerstone of strategies to lower serum 
low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol 
levels and reduce the risk for coronary heart 
disease (CHD). Incorporating foods fortified with plant sterol and stanol esters into the daily diet can 
substantially enhance the cholesterol-lowering effect of diet, including in patients who are already 
taking statin drugs.”2

Second, as many as 20 million Medicare Advantage enrollees will likely see benefits expand 
in 2019 to include healthy groceries. The Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) 

recently widened how it defines “primarily health-related” benefits that insurers are allowed to 
include in their policies.3

1 “Let Food Be Thy Medicine:  Americans Use Diet to Manage Chronic Ailments,” Nielsen Ailment Index, September 27, 2016. 
2  “Efficency and Safety of Plant Stanols and Sterols in the Management of Blood Cholesterol Levels,” Katan et al, Mayo Clinic Proceedings 2003; 78: 965-978.
3 “Medicare Advantage Plans Cleared to Go Beyond Medical Coverage – Even Groceries,” Kaiser Health News, April 3, 2018.

Why Phytosterols Are Becoming Tomorrow’s Trend
Consumers welcome this self-empowering advice from Retail Dietitians for 3 main reasons: 
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Consumers can have easy access to heart-helping phytosterols in supermarkets, once Retail Dietitians 
point the way to foods richest in these cholesterol reducers.

As soon as U.S. consumers know where in the store to find plant stanol esters that lower LDL 
cholesterol, this natural food ingredient will significantly benefit the U.S. population. It’s a simple 
way to lower LDL cholesterol – just add it to daily meal routines. Lower LDL cholesterol levels can 
reduce risk for heart disease, the nation’s #1 killer of 614,000 Americans each year, according to the 
American Heart Association. 

Retail Dietitians can influence food and beverage shoppers to consume just 2 grams of phytosterols 
per day - already in many foods they enjoy – to help them have healthier hearts. Dozens of studies 
from government agencies, health systems and educational institutions document the effectiveness 
of phytosterols. The Food & Drug Administration (FDA) allows cholesterol-lowering health claims to 
appear on packages of stanol- and sterol-enriched foods such as margarines and chews. 
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Third, the Centers for Disease Control 
& Prevention (CDC) reports that almost 

half of America’s high-risk candidates for 
heart disease take no medications to reduce 
their risk. Yet current federal health guidelines 
indicate that 87% of men and 54% of women 
age 60 and older “not already taking a statin 
would be considered eligible for treatment,” 
states New York Times Personal Health 
columnist Jane Brody.  Among patients in all 
age groups who’ve been prescribed statins, 
45% “never took the medication or abandoned 
it within six months,” said Brody.4

Stanols and Sterols Give  
Additive Benefits to Healthier 
Diets and Statins

Phytosterols (plant stanol esters and sterols) 
are a practical population-level solution 
because they simply lower cholesterol - 
whether people eat loosely or strictly balanced, 
healthy diets, or take statins or don’t. “The 
effectiveness of phytosterols is so strong that 
the National Cholesterol Education Program 
recommends people with high cholesterol 
consume 2 grams of phytosterols each day.”5   

4 “Weighing the Pros and Cons of Statins,” Jane Brody, The New York Times, April 16, 2018

5 “Phytosterols: Sterols & Stanols,” Cleveland Clinic, March 3, 2017.

6  “Incremental reduction of serum total cholesterol and low-density lipoprotein cholesterol with the addition of plant  

stanol ester-containing spread to statin therapy,” Blair SN et al, American Journal of Cardiology 2000; 86: 46-52.

Help Clients Take First Steps 
First on Their Cholesterol-
Lowering Journey

Millions of people at high risk of CVD who 
skip statins to avoid possible side effects 
can still benefit from a natural, plant-based 
cholesterol-lowering assist. In patients who 
do take statins, the ingestion of stanols and 
sterols can bring an additive effect that 
reduces cholesterol – more so even than 
statin doubling, which usually produces a 5% 
to 7% incremental dip in LDL cholesterol.6

Retail Dietitians that recommend foods 
containing plant stanol esters give clients 
with high cholesterol and heart-health 
concerns an easy first step to take in the 
supermarket. By eating these foods as 
directed, they can transition more easily into 
a heart-healthy lifestyle. This first step could 
also inspire them to be more receptive to 
ideas for their healthier diet overall.

Stanols can be a smart, daily preventative 
measure, as well, for clients with a family 
history of heart disease. Consumed daily, this 
approach is similar to when a person with a 
familial history of osteoporosis takes calcium 
supplements and vitamin D each day.
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Where Phytosterols Are in the Store

2 grams of 
plant stanols

{

Lower Cholesterol Conveniently: Busy people seek seamless ways to manage their health. Plant stanol esters added to 
select packaged foods give consumers easy access to the cholesterol-lowering benefit.  
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Trace amounts of plants stanols are naturally present in foods such as cereals and grains, 
vegetables, fruits and legumes – but too little to achieve the desired cholesterol-lowering 
effect.7 To consume the FDA’s recommended 2 grams of plant stanols daily – it takes 12 
pounds of broccoli, 29 pounds of carrots, or 60 pounds of tomatoes each day. On top of 
keeping a varied diet that includes these foods containing small amounts of plant stanols, 
seeking out plant stanol fortified products such as buttery spreads or soft chews is a way to 
proactively get the recommended 2 grams of phytosterols per day.

This white paper not only assists healthcare professionals in helping patients and their 
caregivers find foods with phytosterols. It also presents phytosterols as a cholesterol-lowering 
solution for many populations, even the nurses, dietitians and physicians themselves. 

Lower Cholesterol - Simplified:
Facts You Should Know

What are Esters? 

Esters are organic compounds. It is essential to esterify plant stanols with vegetable oil fatty 
acids because free plant stanols may not optimally lower cholesterol. Plant stanol esters are 
a better way; they can be easily incorporated into foods without altering quality or taste.  
Most important, plant stanol esters can lower serum total and LDL cholesterol effectively, 
with no effect on HDL (the good kind of) cholesterol, and with no known side effects in 
over 70+ clinical studies.

www.benecolusa.com 4

7 Piironen, V., Toivo, J., Puupponen-Pimiä, R., and Lampi, A.M. (2003). Plant sterols in vegetables, fruits and berries. J. Sci. Food Agric. 83:330-337.
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Plant stanol esters reduce serum total and 
LDL cholesterol levels by partly blocking 
absorption of cholesterol from the digestive 
tract. Both dietary and biliary cholesterol 
absorption are reduced.

Plant stanols, which are structurally similar 
to cholesterol molecules, compete for space 
and partially “bump” cholesterol out of the 
way. The body normally absorbs about 50% 
of cholesterol from the digestive tract – but 
that falls to just about 20% when plant stanol 
esters added to certain packaged foods are 
in a person’s daily diet. Plant stanols, unlike 
cholesterol, are practically unabsorbable, so 
the body excretes them.8

How Do They Work in the Body?
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Fast and efficient LDL cholesterol 
reduction with plant stanol ester.

Change in LDL Cholesterol over time

Mediterrarean diet

2 grams of plant stanol ester spread (from fortified buttery spreads)

REDUCED CHOLESTEROL ABSORPTION

Plant stanol ester reduces the absorption of 
both dietary and biliary cholesterol.
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MECHANISM OF ACTION

Plant stanol ester reduces cholesterol 
absorption in the small intestine.
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Plant Stanol Esters Are A First 
Line of Defense for Your Heart

High LDL Cholesterol Is a Main 
Cause of the Stealth Killer, 
Cardiovascular Disease

Because CVD, a silent killer, often presents 
no symptoms, people with high cholesterol 
are often unaware of their condition.9 As 
a result, only half get treatment, and just 
one-third has the condition under control.10 
“People with high cholesterol have about 
twice the risk of heart disease as people 
with lower levels,” says the Centers for 
Disease Control & Prevention (CDC).11 
Prolonged elevated cholesterol leads 
to plaque buildup, in turn hardening of 
arteries, in turn affecting blood pressure 
levels and increasing risk of heart disease 
and other cardiovascular complications.

Elevated cholesterol can occur in anyone, 
regardless of age, gender, diet, ethnicity, 
fitness level, family history and other 
health conditions. Even vegetarians and 
vegans are vulnerable. Therefore, Retail 
Dietitians can maximize their influence on 
public health by informing as many clients 
as possible about the effectiveness of 
plant stanol esters to reduce cholesterol 
and heart-disease risk, even if clients seem 
to have only the slightest risk.

9 Heart Disease and Stroke Statistics 2017 At-a-Glance, American Heart 

Association annual update, pulled May 2017.

10 Vital Signs: Prevalence, Treatment and Control of High Levels of Low-Density 

Lipoprotein Cholesterol – United States, 1999-2002 and 2005-2008,” CDC, 

MMWR, February 4, 2011 / 60(04); 109-114.

11 Cholesterol Fact Sheet, Centers for Disease Control, updated April 30, 2015.
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1.  Why are foods with phytosterols an 
appealing way to reduce cholesterol?   
People want to eat healthfully but are 
pressed for time, which leads to eating 
on the run, cooking less, and seeking 
convenience foods. People also want to 
better their health without having to take 
medication. The better-for-you aspect 
of phytosterols in foods is the built-in 
convenience and scientific proof of their 
effectiveness. Adding a functional ingredient 
to foods people enjoy and are already 
consuming helps to offset the cholesterol-
raising effects of some of their less-wise 
food choices. Consumers also trust the FDA-
approved health claims on food packages 
containing phytosterols. 

2.  Who would benefit the most from 
phytosterols in foods? Anyone with high 
cholesterol or borderline high cholesterol.  
The National Cholesterol Education 
Program, run by the National Heart, Lung 
and Blood Institute of the National Institutes 
of Health, directly encourages the use of 
plant stanols/sterols and viscous (soluble) 
fiber as therapeutic dietary options to lower 
LDL cholesterol. Dozens of health agencies 
and health associations in the U.S. and 
abroad support the use of plant stanols to 
reduce cholesterol.

A Dietitian’s Perspective

3.  Do people still benefit from eating 
phytosterols if they take statins?  
Absolutely. Patients who use statin 
medications and plant stanol esters 
achieve the biggest decreases in LDL 
cholesterol. People who rely on a healthy 
diet and plant stanol esters achieve the 
next-biggest decreases. Even people who 
eat a regular diet and plant stanol esters 
benefit from lower cholesterol levels. Plant 
stanol esters are also important because 
nearly half of patients that are prescribed 
statins don’t take them or abandon them 
quickly due to fear of side effects.

4.  Can people benefit even if they 
have no symptoms of heart disease? 
Yes. The reason heart disease is the #1 
killer in America is because it often shows 
no symptoms. People could have high 
cholesterol and not even know it, which 
could lead to significant, even deadly, 
consequences. High cholesterol, known 
as hyperlipidemia, is a frequent cause of 
heart disease. So, consuming 2 grams a 
day of plant stanol esters - an ingredient 
in foods they already like - can act as a 
preventative measure. 

Q&A with Lainey Younkin, MS, RD, LDN,  
Consulting Dietitian, Olivio Premium Products



Consensus of Experts: Health  
Entities That Support the Use 
of Plant Stanols

American Association of Clinical Endocrinologists 
and American College of Endogrinology, 2017. 
Guidelines for management of dyslipidemia and 
prevention of cardiovascular disease. Endocrine 
Practice 2017; 23 (Suppl 2): 1-87.

American Diabetes Association, 2017
Standards of Medical Care in Diabetes. 
Cardiovascular Disease and Risk Management. 
Diabetes Care 2017; 40: S75–S87.

European Society of Cardiology & European 
Atherosclerosis Society, 2016
2016 ESC/EAS Guidelines for the management of 
dyslipidemias. 
Eur Heart J 2016; 37: 2999-3058.

The Sixth Joint Task Force of the European 
Society of Cardiology and Other Societies on 
Cardiovascular Disease Prevention in Clinical 
Practice, 2016
2016 European Guidelines on cardiovascular 
disease prevention in clinical practice. Eur Heart J 
2016; 37: 2315-2381.

American College of Cardiology, 2016
2016 ACC Expert consensus decision pathway on 
the role of non-statin therapies for LDL-cholesterol 
lowering in the management of atherosclerotic 
cardiovascular disease risk.
JACC 2016; 68: 92-125.

European Atherosclerosis Society, 2015
Wiegman et al. Familial hypercholesterolaemia in 
children and adolescents: gaining decades of life 
by optimizing detection and treatment. 
Eur Heart J 2015; 36: 2425-2375.

National Lipid Association, 2015
Jacobson et al. National Lipid Association 
recommendations for patient-centered 
management of dyslipidemia: part 1 – full report. 
J Clin Lipidol 2015: 9; 129-169.

Joint British Societies, 2014
JBS 3 board: Joint British Societies’ consensus 
recommendations for the prevention of 
cardiovascular disease (JBS3). 
Heart 2014; 100: ii1-ii67

European Atherosclerosis Society, 2014
Gylling H et al. Plant sterols and plant stanols in 
the management of dyslipidaemia and prevention 
of cardiovascular disease. Consensus statement of 
the European Atherosclerosis Society. 
Atherosclerosis 2014; 232: 346-360.

International Atherosclerosis Society, 2013
An International Atherosclerosis Society Position 
Paper: Global Recommendations for the 
Management of Dyslipidemia. 
http://www.athero.org/IASPositionPaper.asp

American Diabetes Association, 2013
Evert AB et al. Nutrition therapy recommendations 
for the management of adults with diabetes. 
A position statement of American Diabetes 
Association.
Diabetes Care 2013; 36: 3821-3842.

European Atherosclerosis Society, 2013
Nordestgaard et al. Familial hypercholesterolaemia 
is underdiagnosed and undertreated in the general 
population: guidance for clinicians to prevent 
coronary heart disease. Consensus statement of 
the European Atherosclerosis Society.
Eur Heart J 2013; 34: 3478-3490.

National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, 2011
Integrated Guidelines for Cardiovascular Health 
and Risk Reduction in Children and Adolescents. 
Pediatrics 2011; 128: Suppl 5: S1-S44.
NHLBI website

The Australian Heart Foundation, 2009
The Australian Heart Foundation. Position 
statement on phytosterol/stanol enriched foods 
2007, updated December 2009. 
AHF Website

American Academy of Pediatrics, 2008
Stephen R. Daniels, Frank R. Greer and the 
Committee on Nutrition. Lipid Screening and 
Cardiovascular Health in Childhood.
Pediatrics 2008; 122: 198-208.

American Diabetes Association & American 
College of Cardiology Foundation, 2008
Brunzell JD, Davidson M, Furberg CD et al. 
Lipoprotein Management in Patients With 
Cardiometabolic Risk: Consensus Conference 
Report From the American Diabetes Association 
and the American College of Cardiology 
Foundation. 
J Am Coll Cardiol 2008; 51: 1512-24.

Joint WHO/FAO Expert Consultation, 2003
Report of a Joint WHO/FAO Expert Consultation, 
Diet, nutrition, and the prevention of chronic 
diseases. 
WHO Technical Report Series, No.797 - TRS 797, 
2003.

International and national guidelines and 

position papers recognizing the use of plant 

stanol ester for reducing LDL-cholesterol:
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