
Sure, butter is creamy and spreadable. But it’s an animal product, which 
means it has fats that can clog the arteries. Margarine, made from plant-
based fats and oils, is supposedly heart-healthier. But not all margarines are 
created equal. Here, our Heart & Vascular Institute dietitians analyze nine 
types of butters and spreads. See which are best for your heart.

What’s the heart-healthiest 
spread for your bread?

Margarine, Butter & More

Butter

High in saturated fat and cholesterol, which can push you past daily limits for 
saturated fat (10-15 g) and cholesterol (200 mg), increasing risk of heart disease.

Light butter

Has half the calories, saturated fat and cholesterol of butter.

Light butter & oil 
blends
(like Land O Lakes®, Smart 
Balance®, etc.)

A blend of light butter and oil with heart-healthy monounsaturated and poly-
unsaturated fats (MUFAs and PUFAs). 

Yogurt butter
(like Brummel & Brown® 
original)

A blend of nonfat yogurt, vegetable oils (soybean, palm, palm kernel, and canola) 
and water. Low-fat and lowest in calories, it can help you with weight loss.

Margarine
(like Fleischmann’s®, Land 
O Lakes® sticks, etc.)

May contain trans fat, which raises LDL (bad) cholesterol, lowers HDL (good) 
cholesterol and makes blood platelets stickier, increasing heart disease risk.

Light margarine 
(like Parkay®, Blue Bonnet® 
light tubs, etc.)

Contains less saturated and trans fat than regular margarine. 

Margarine with 
phytosterols 
(like Benecol®, Promise 
Activ® original tubs, etc.)

A spread with heart-healthy plant sterols or stanols; 2 grams per day can help 
lower LDL cholesterol if your diet is low in saturated fat and cholesterol.

Light margarine 
with phytosterols
(like Smart Balance 
HeartRight® Light, Promise 
Activ® Light, etc.)

Has fewer calories and fat than regular margarine. 

Vegan olive-oil 
spread
(like Olivio®, Earth Balance® 
with olive oil tub, etc.)

A blend of canola, palm-fruit and olive oils with MUFAs that can increase HDL, 
lower LDL, and reduce inflammation if you follow a heart-healthy diet.
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*Always check ingredients on the Nutrition Facts label. Even margarines 
advertised as “0 trans fat” may contain up to 0.5 grams.

Liquids
beat 
solids

Better 
than 
butter

For heart health, choose a margarine with no 
more than 2 grams of saturated fat and zero 
trans fat*. Replacing all saturated fat in your
diet with MUFAs and PUFAs can lower bad 
cholesterol. If you can’t give up butter and don’t 
have heart disease, make sure you aren’t getting
more than 10 to 15 grams of saturated fat per day.
 
What keeps butter and margarine solid at room 
temperature? In butter, it’s saturated fat (also 
in full-fat dairy products and red meat). In 
margarine, it’s trans fat (created when hydrogen 
is used to harden vegetable oil). Many stick 
margarines have trans fat, so tubs are usually 
better. For heart health, try brushing your bread 
or toast with olive oil.

1 Tablespoon Calories Fat Saturated
Fat

Trans
Fat Cholesterol Sodium

100 12 7 0.5 31 2

50 6 3.5 0 15 100

50 5 2 0 5-10 90

45 5 1.5 0 0 90

80 -100 9 -11 2 1.5-2.5 0 105-110

70 8 1 0 0 85-110

40-45 4.5-5 1-1.5 0 0 85-90

45 - 50 5 0.5 0 0 85 - 110

80 8-9 1.5-2.5 0 0 70-95

Source: USDA Agricultural Research Service National Nutrient Database: ndb.nal.usda.gov/ndb 
(Nutrient amounts vary by brand.)

Note: Cleveland Clinic does not endorse specific brands.


