
HOW TO BE HEART HEALTHY THE PLANT-BASED WAY 
 
Most diets designed to promote heart health are low in trans and saturated fat and high 
in fiber. Vegetarian diets, then, are natural choices for those who want to reduce the risk 
of heart disease, because vegetarian diets are naturally low in “bad” fats and high in 
fiber. Eliminating animal products, which are among the foods highest in fat and lowest 
in fiber, can be a giant step toward improving heart health. Increasing consumption of 
plant-based foods that are naturally high in fiber is another step that comes naturally to 
vegetarians. Plant-based foods, particularly fruits and vegetables, also provide 
antioxidant protection for the heart.  
 
Here are five tips for preparing heart-healthy vegetarian meals: 
 
1. Sauté foods in small amounts of heart healthy oil. Olive and canola oils are good 

choices because they help reduce cholesterol levels in the blood. Also be sure to use 
low fat cooking for heart health. That means broiling, steaming, roasting, baking, 
poaching, boiling, and stir-frying. You can also try replacing some of the oil, butter, or 
margarine in recipes with water, juice, applesauce, or puréed prunes, or sauté 
vegetables or beans in vegetable broth. Avoid frying foods, particularly deep frying. 
 

2. When shopping for ingredients for heart-healthy meals, buy plenty of fruits, 
vegetables, whole grains, legumes, and low fat milk products. Avoid frozen 
vegetables with cheese, cream, or butter sauces. Read the labels on snack foods to 
find out how much saturated fat they contain. Also check to see if they contain any 
trans fats. If they do, leave them on the store shelf! Good snack choices include nuts, 
fresh fruits, and vegetables with hummus. There are also lower fat baked versions of 
chips, like tortilla chips or potato chips, which are ordinarily high in fat.   

 
3. Look for more fiber. Fiber helps remove cholesterol from the blood, which is why 

high fiber diets are good for your heart. To increase fiber intake, choose whole grain 
breads and cereals and limit the consumption of refined (white) versions of these 
foods. Sprouted wheat breads are especially heart-healthy (and very tasty, too, once 
you get used to them). Limit consumption of sugary baked goods like croissants and 
muffins.  

 
4. Know what to choose when dining out. Eating out can be especially challenging 

both to vegetarians and people concerned about heart health. If you eat out, choose 
stir-fried entrees, steamed vegetables, and pasta with tomato sauce. Order baked 
potatoes without butter or cheese, and choose vegetable-based soups. Avoid 
mayonnaise-based salad dressings, and always ask for dressings and sauces to be 
served on the side so you can limit the amount you eat.  

 
5. Avoid saturated fats and trans fats, but go ahead and eat monounsaturated 

fats.  Trans fats are found in margarine and many baked goods. Monounsaturated 
fats, the kind that are good for the heart, include canola oil, olive oil, flax seed oil, 
nuts and nut butters, and avocados.  

 
6. Don’t go to extremes! An important thing to consider when building a heart-healthy 

diet, is to not go to the extreme of eating a very low fat diet. For one thing, as 
mentioned, there are healthy (monounsaturated) fats—your body, including your 
heart, need these fats to function! Another reason not to go to low in terms of fat 



consumption is that very often, fat is replaced with sugar, and that’s no better for 
your healthy than artery-clogging fat. In fact, it may be worse. Be sure to balance 
your diet with a healthy amount of nutrients: complex carbohydrates (versus refined 
sugars), healthy fats, and high quality proteins. A simple way to do this is to choose 
real, whole foods as often as possible. 

 
Research is constantly changing (or, as I like to put it, evolving) when it comes to good 
nutrition. So whether your concern is heart healthy, health in general, or even the overall 
well-being of the planet, be sure to keep educating yourself. Don’t be afraid to tweak 
your game plan as you go along so you can continue make the healthiest choices based 
on the resources and knowledge available.  


