
 Key Points
Cardiovascular Disease (CVD) is the major cause of death in most European countries

Maintaining a healthy weight, being physically active, not smoking and eating a healthy diet are 
important lifestyle factors that can help reduce the risk of developing CVD

Dietary recommendations include eating plenty of fruit and vegetables, cutting down on salt, 
maintaining an ideal body weight and replacing saturated (‘bad’) fat with unsaturated (‘good’) fat 

Soyfoods fi t in well with these guidelines as soyfoods are a good source of high quality protein, are 
low in saturated and high in polyunsaturated fats and do not contain cholesterol

The protein in soyfoods has also been found to have other benefi ts including lowering blood 
cholesterol, improving blood pressure and vascular function

As such, soyfoods are ideal foods to include in diets designed to maintain a healthy cardiovascular 
system

Introduction
Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is a disease that affects the heart and circulation of the blood and includes conditions 
such as Coronary Heart Disease (CHD) and stroke. It’s the main cause of death in many European countries, claiming 
the lives of over 2 in 5 people and accounting for approximately 2 million deaths a year.
CVD doesn’t have one single cause; generally it’s due to a combination of factors. The good news is that it’s highly 
preventable. Maintaining a healthy weight, being physically active, not smoking and eating a healthy diet can all help to 
reduce the risk of developing CVD. 

Diet and CVD
Dietary recommendations for a healthy cardiovascular system focus on eating a balanced diet to maintain an ideal body 
weight, eating plenty of fruit and vegetables, cutting down on salt and replacing saturated (‘bad’) fat with polyunsaturated 
(‘good’) fat.
The nutritious profi le of soyfoods makes them ideal foods to be included in this sort of diet. They contain high quality 
vegetable proteins (similar in quality to meat and milk protein), are low in saturated fat, high in polyunsaturated fats and 
do not contain cholesterol.

Soy, a source of healthy fats…
Traditionally it was believed that simply reducing the saturated fat in the diet would help lower the risk of heart disease 
through its effect on cholesterol. Too much saturated fat increases the ‘bad’ cholesterol (Low Density Lipoprotein 
Cholesterol (LDLC) in the blood, which over time can build up in blood vessels causing them to narrow and eventually 
block. 
However it’s now thought that as well as cutting down on saturated fat intake, what is used to replace this saturated 
fat is also important. Substituting it for sugar may actually increase the risk of heart disease. Whereas replacing it with 
polyunsaturated fat (PUFA) can help to reduce risk. Furthermore it seems that a mixture of omega-6 and omega-3 
PUFAs may be needed to bring about this benefi cial effect. Soy oil contains both these fatty acids and so replacing 
foods that are high in saturated fat with soyfoods can indirectly help to lower blood cholesterol. In fact studies have 
found that swapping traditional high saturated fat sources of protein in Western diets with soy protein results in a 
reduction of LDLC by 4%.
As soyfoods are also cholesterol free they can help to meet the European dietary recommendations for cholesterol.

Soy protein directly lowers ‘bad’ cholesterol…
Not only can soyfoods help to reduce cholesterol by displacing sources of high saturated foods from the diet, but 
numerous studies have concluded that soy protein can directly lower LDLC by 4 to 6%. Most of these studies have 
used approximately 25g of soy protein/day, equivalent to 3 to 4 servings of soyfoods. However there is evidence 
suggesting that lower amounts are also effective.
Taken together, the direct action of soy protein on cholesterol, as well as the effect of using soyfoods to replace foods 
high in saturated fat from the diet could reduce LDLC in total by approximately 8%. These reductions are clinically 
relevant as over time it has been estimated that each 1% decrease in LDLC reduces heart disease risk by about 
1 to 2%. As a result, soyfoods in theory could reduce heart disease risk by 8 to 16%.
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When soyfoods are eaten in conjunction with 
other foods that have proven cholesterol 
lowering properties, an even greater reduction 
in LDLC has been observed. This collection 
of foods has been described as the ‘portfolio 
diet’ and is based on a diet low in saturated fat 
that also include foods and ingredients such as 
soy protein, viscous fi bres, tree nuts and plant 
stanols or sterols. Studies have found that this 
sort of diet can reduce LDLC by as much as 
30%.

Soy and Blood Pressure…
Aside from soy’s cholesterol lowering action, 
results from recent studies have found that soy 
protein lowers blood pressure to levels which in 
theory could reduce the risk of stroke, CVD and 
overall death by approximately 10%, 5% and 4% respectively. However more studies are required to fully determine 
the effects of soy protein on blood pressure.
 
Soy and healthy blood vessels…
The endothelium forms the inner lining of cells in blood vessels and helps these vessels to function properly. A healthy 
vascular endothelium is needed to expand and contract according to the body’s blood fl ow needs, as well as preventing 
the formation of blood clots and the development of infl ammation in the vessel wall. For this reason impaired endothelial 
function is considered a risk for heart disease.
There is considerable evidence suggesting that soy isofl avones, compounds naturally present in soyfoods, improve endothelial 
function. Nine studies, that included 525 postmenopausal women, found that soybean isofl avones, in doses ranging from 
between 50 to 100mg/day (equivalent to 2 to 4 portions of soyfoods), improved endothelial function in women who didn’t have 
a healthy endothelium at the start of the study. As the risk of heart disease in women increases after the menopause, eating 
soyfoods maybe particularly benefi cial to this group. 
Another study found that over the course of 3 years, narrowing of carotid arteries (arteries that supply blood to the brain) 
was slowed down in postmenopausal women who took 25g of soy protein a day (containing 99mg of soy isofl avones). 
This was particularly notable in the younger postmenopausal women.
 

Conclusions
2 to 4 portions of soyfoods a day can make an important contribution to diets that support a healthy cardiovascular 
system since soyfoods:
• Provide high quality protein. 
•  Are naturally low in saturated fat, a good source of polyunsaturated fats and naturally free from cholesterol.
•  Directly lower blood cholesterol levels.
•  Indirectly reduce blood cholesterol levels by displacing foods from the diet that are high in saturated fat.
•  Favorably affect other CVD risk factors including blood pressure and vascular function.

Interested? Have a look on www.ensa-eu.org for more details and references or contact us via secretariat@ensa-eu.org


