
Stanols and Sterols 

Food Fact Sheet

Plant stanols and sterols, also known 
as phytosterols, are cholesterol-like 
compounds that are found naturally in 
a range of plant-based foods including 
vegetable oils, grain products such 
as breads and cereals, seeds, nuts, 
legumes, and fruits and vegetables. 
This fact sheet looks at their role in reducing the bad 
type of cholesterol (non-HDL cholesterol) in our blood, 
which can lead to cardiovascular diseases such as heart 
attack and stroke.

Why do you need plant stanols 
and sterols? 
Along with a healthy diet, eating foods that provide 
you with around 2g of plant stanols and sterols every 
day has been shown to reduce blood cholesterol levels.

A healthy diet typically contains around 200-400mg of 
sterols and stanols a day. However, this intake is too 
low to bring about a significant cholesterol-lowering 
effect. Plant stanols and sterols are added to certain 
foods such as fat-based spreads or dairy-type foods 
like milk, yoghurt and yoghurt drinks. These fortified 
foods typically contain 0.75 to 2g per serving size and 
can help you reach the amount needed to help lower 
your cholesterol.

How do they lower cholesterol?
Plant sterols and stanols have a similar chemical 
structure to cholesterol. They are thought to work by 
reducing the absorption of cholesterol in the gut so 
more is lost in the faeces (poo). This helps to lower 
total cholesterol and non-HDL cholesterol (the bad 
cholesterol) in the blood.

The cholesterol-lowering effect varies between 
individuals. There is evidence to show that eating 2g 
(between 1.5g to 3g) of plant stanols and sterols can 
lower LDL (low-density lipoprotein) cholesterol by 7.5 
- 12% when eaten regularly as part of a healthy diet. 
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There does not seem to be a difference in the effect 
between stanols and sterols.

If you take statins (cholesterol-lowering medication), 
eating stanols or sterols will further lower non-
HDL cholesterol. This is in addition to the 20 - 30% 
reduction achieved by statins alone.

While taking plant stanols and sterols has been 
shown to reduce cholesterol levels, there is no long-
term evidence to show that they also reduce your 
risk of having a heart attack or stroke. So, in the UK, 
key guidelines can’t yet recommend them for the 
prevention of cardiovascular disease and eating a 
healthy, balanced diet remains the advice.

How much of the fortified foods 
do I need to eat to get 2g of sterol 
or stanol?
You can achieve 2g per day of plant stanol and sterol 
by consuming: 

 One plant stanol or sterol fortified mini yoghurt  
    drink (one bottle) or yoghurt (one pot) per day  
    which contains all the 2g recommended OR 

 Two to three portions of foods with at least 0.8g of  
    added plant sterol/stanol per day such as:

•	 Two teaspoons (10g) fortified spread

•	 One fortified yoghurt

•	 One glass (250ml) fortified milk 

These can be branded or supermarket own brands.

Stanols and sterols are also available in dietary 
supplements. There is less evidence for the 
effectiveness of the supplements compared to food 
containing stanols and sterols. In general, studies 



show that stanol or sterol supplements, taken with 
meals, can reduce cholesterol to similar levels.

You do not need to consume more than the maximum 
recommended amount. Most studies show that eating 
more than 3g of plant stanols and sterols is unlikely to 
lower cholesterol levels further.

Do I need to take stanols and 
sterols to lower my cholesterol?
It is not essential to take plant sterols and stanols 
to help manage your cholesterol. They are not a 
substitute for a healthy diet or a replacement for 
cholesterol-lowering medication. To help lower your 
cholesterol, it is more important to make long term 
changes to your diet and lifestyle. These include: 

 Stopping smoking

 Being more active

 Replacing unhealthy fats (trans and saturated) with  
    healthy ones (monounsaturated and  
    polyunsaturated)

 Increasing dietary fibre by eating more whole grains,  
    fruits, vegetables, and legumes

 Choosing lean meat, lower fat dairy products, fish,  
    nuts and plant-based proteins such as soy, beans  
    and lentils more often

Can I take plant stanols and sterol 
products with cholesterol-lowering 
medication?
These products are safe for people taking cholesterol-
lowering medication such as statins and fibrates. As 
they work in different ways to reduce cholesterol, the 
effect of taking both can decrease cholesterol levels 
more than just taking a statin or fibrate. 

If you’re taking Ezetimibe (Ezetrol) cholesterol-lowering 
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Summary
•	 High blood cholesterol levels increase the risk of 

developing cardiovascular disease

•	 Consuming around 2g of stanols and sterols, in 

combination with a healthy diet, can help lower 

blood cholesterol levels. But there is no evidence to 

show that they also reduce your risk of having a heart 

attack or stroke

•	 Look for fortified foods to help you reach the 

recommended intake

•	 It is not essential to take plant sterols and stanols to 

help manage your cholesterol. Being more active, 

stopping smoking and eating a healthy diet are more 

important

•	 Plant stanols and sterols are not a substitute for a 

heathy diet or a replacement for cholesterol-lowering 

medication, but can be used in addition to these 

medications

medication, you should discuss with your doctor 
whether there is any additional cholesterol-lowering 
benefit for you to take stanols and sterols.

They are not a replacement for any cholesterol-
lowering medication and if you are already taking 
medication to help lower your cholesterol, you should 
inform your doctor before you start taking them.

Can anybody take plant stanol 
and sterols?
Plant sterols/stanols are generally safe for most healthy 
people. There is no benefit for people with normal 
levels of cholesterol.

They are not recommended for those who are 
pregnant or breastfeeding or for children aged under 
five, as there is limited reliable information of their 
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