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Have TV chefs given us high cholesterol?
We love our TV cookery shows, but are all those indulgent recipes
influencing unhealthy eating and pushing up our cholesterol levels?

Research published in The British Medical Journal in 2012 found that TV
chefs’ recipes contained 'significantly more energy, protein, fat, saturated
fat and less fibre per portion’ than supermarket ready meals.

None of the recipes complied with dietary guidelines published by the
World Health Organization (WHO) and the UK Food Standards Agency (FSA)
either.

Are TV chefs to blame?
‘Many cookery programmes have little regard to healthy eating, and use
sources of saturated fat - butter, ghee, coconut oil, suet and cream - with
abandon,’ says Linda Main, dietetic advisor for cholesterol charity Heart UK.
‘We don’t know to what extent people are replicating these cooking
techniques, but it’s a great shame that more celebrity chefs don’t
champion healthy eating habits more often.’

TV chef Hugh Fearnly-Whittingstall agrees that cookery programmes do
have a responsibility to their viewers. ‘Good food, and a healthy diet, is
about variety and balance. I think those of us who cook on television and
publish cookbooks should uphold those fundamental pillars of sound
nutrition,’ he wrote in a column for The Guardian.

But he added that TV chefs should not be counting calories in every recipe,
or trying to reduce fat wherever they could. ‘Deliciousness, originality and
excitement are what we’re striving for. The balance comes in offering
readers and viewers a tempting cross-section of all kinds of dishes,’ he
says.
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What about portion sizes?
Even if you haven’t seen it, you’ll have heard about Man v. Food, the
programme where host Adam Richman tries to complete extreme eating
challenges such as a 30 lb pizza - no wonder our idea of what a healthy
portion looks like is being distorted by what we see on TV.

In fact, a study by the University of Leuven, Belgium, in 2017 discovered that
children who watched a cookery show ate one and a half times as much
afterwards as those who watched a gardening programme. ‘Food cues in
TV cooking shows stimulate consumption by inducing food cravings in
children,’ concluded the researchers.

The danger is that eating habits learned as a child continue to have an
influence when we’re adults, so we can set up a pattern of overeating for
life.

Other factors have also influenced the growth in portion sizes. Main says,
‘People eat out more, partly due to higher incomes and more two-income
households, and the growth in the restaurant industry. Pricing and offers,
such as two-for-one deals, also influence food choice. Plus, many
restaurants serve large portions at low cost as a marketing strategy.’

What impact has this had on cholesterol
levels?
Despite the boom in cookery programmes, total cholesterol levels are not
actually rising in the UK. ‘The trend has been downward and is more or less
static now,’ says Main. ‘This could be because we’re eating less saturated
fat, because of the numbers of people taking statins, or perhaps we’re all
eating a little healthier - including foods fortified with plant sterols and
stanols.’

It's also possible that stable total cholesterol levels could hide dropping
levels of 'good' HDL cholesterol, which protects against heart disease.

However, high cholesterol is not purely related to diet; it’s caused by a
number of triggers from your genes to your environment, such as diet and
lifestyle. High cholesterol levels raise your risk of developing cardiovascular
disease, so it’s always worth making sure your cholesterol levels are within
healthy limits.
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Other risk factors for cardiovascular disease include high blood pressure,
Type 2 diabetes, smoking, ethnicity, gender and age. ‘It’s the combination of
these that determines your overall risk,’ says Main. ‘So someone with high
cholesterol who’s also a smoker will be at high lifetime risk of
cardiovascular disease at an early age.’

Talk to your GP if you are worried about your cholesterol, or if you want help
quitting smoking or losing weight.

The future of TV cookery programmes
The good news is that more TV shows now include healthy recipes; Great
British Bake Off judge Prue Leith has called for contestants to use less fat
and sugar, while Jamie Oliver’s Super Food programmes have focused on
healthy ingredients. The trick is to make sure you’re watching a mixture of
cookery shows for inspiration; many of them are pure entertainment, and
should - quite literally - be taken with a pinch of salt.

Main says, ‘There are definitely some chefs that are better than others in
their focus on health, although even these chefs will cook less healthy, more
indulgent, foods from time to time. But that’s fine because healthy eating
really is all about balance.’

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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