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Coconut oil is poisonous, so claims Karin Michels, PhD, a part-time professor at Harvard 
TH Chan School of Public Health. Her comments given in a talk at the University of Freiburg, 
Germany, sparked a media frenzy with headlines such as, “Coconut Oil is Pure Poison Harvard 
Professor Claims” appearing in newspapers and on the internet. 

What makes Dr. Michels an authority on coconut oil? She is not a physician, or a 
nutritionist, or even a biologist. Her PhD is in biostatistics. Her specialty is statistics—
manipulating numbers—not the study of diet or fats and oils. From her profile on the Harvard 
website, it appears she has never published any studies on saturated fat, let alone on coconut oil. 
Her comments were not based on any of her own published research, but were simply her 
opinion based on old, outdated theories about saturated fats. 

Michels calls coconut oil “pure poison,” saying it was “one of the worst foods you can eat” 
because it is full of saturated fat, and “saturated fatty acids can clog your arteries.” She adds that 
“there is no study that proves significant health benefits of coconut oil.” 

Dr. Michels makes three general claims: 1) saturated fats cause heart disease, 2) coconut oil 
is a poison and one of the worst foods we could eat, and 3) there are no studies that show any 
health benefits to coconut oil. Let’s look at what the science actually says about each of these 
statements. 

 
Saturated Fats Cause Heart Disease 

There has never been a study published that has been able to show that saturated fats or 
coconut oil cause heart disease. The diet-heart disease hypothesis that has been popular for the 
past 6 decades basically states that heart disease is caused by high cholesterol. Many studies have 
shown that some saturated fats can raise blood cholesterol, and therefore it has be assumed that 
eating too much saturated fat can promote or even cause heart disease. Researchers have been 
trying to prove this hypothesis for over a half a century without success. In fact, many studies 
have seriously challenged this hypothesis and serious researchers have now moved on to 
studying new, more likely, causes for heart disease. 

Cholesterol is no longer considered the evil villain as it was once portrayed. There are many 
types of cholesterol, some good and some potentially harmful. Saturated fats, and in particular 
coconut oil, have been shown to raise HDL, the good cholesterol, that has been shown to protect 
against heart disease. The ratio of total cholesterol to HDL cholesterol is considered one of the 
most accurate and reliable indicators of heart disease risk. Coconut oil raises HDL, which lowers 
the cholesterol ratio, thus lowering the risk of heart disease.1  

It is apparent that Dr. Michels has not kept up with the current science on coconut oil or fats 
and oils in general. Earlier this year researchers at the University of Cambridge School of 
Clinical Medicine published a study on the relationship between coconut oil and heart disease 
risk. The researchers compared the effects of coconut oil with butter and olive oil. Butter was 
chosen to represent a commonly used highly saturated animal fat and extra virgin olive oil was 
chosen as it is generally regarded as one of, if not the healthiest of fats. The study involved 96 
participants who were assigned to consume 50 mg (about 3 tablespoons) of one of each of the 
three oils daily for 4 weeks as a part of their ordinary diet. The researchers found that coconut oil 



dramatically raises the protective HDL cholesterol without affecting the LDL or so-called bad 
cholesterol. Coconut oil lowered the cholesterol ratio, and the risk of heart disease, more than 
either of the other two fats, indicating that it is even more heart-friendly than extra virgin olive 
oil.2  

In recent years numerous studies have exonerated saturated fat as a cause of heart disease 
and put to rest the outdated diet-heart disease hypothesis. Last year the Lancet, one of the most 
prestigious medical journals in the world, published a study involving a team of 37 researchers 
from 18 countries. They gathered data on 135,000 subjects to evaluate heart disease risk in 
relation to fat intake. They discovered that fat consumption protected against heart disease and 
increased lifespan. Those people who cut back on fats, including saturated fat, had far shorter 
lives than those who ate coconut oil, butter, cheese, and meats. Consuming high levels of all fats, 
cut early death rates by up to 23 percent. The researchers stated that they found no correlation 
between saturated fat consumption and cardiovascular disease and that current dietary 
restrictions on saturated fat should be revised.3 

This isn’t the only study in recent years that has called for a revision on the recommendation 
to restrict saturated fats. A study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition a year 
earlier investigated whether dietary saturated fat was associated with ischemic heart disease. The 
study involved 35,597 participants. The researchers also concluded that high saturated fat intake 
was not associated with increased risk of ischemic heart disease.4 

In 2010 a groundbreaking study was published clearly showing that saturated fats do not 
cause heart disease. The study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition analyzed 
all the previous studies with data for dietary saturated fat intakes and the risk of cardiovascular 
disease. This meta-analysis combined the data from 21 previously published studies, involving 
over 347,000 subjects. The study showed that there was no connection between saturated fat 
consumption and heart disease. Those people who ate the greatest amount of saturated fat where 
no more likely to suffer a heart attack or stroke than those who ate the least. No matter how 
much saturated fat one ate, the incidence of heart disease was not affected. This was the most 
complete review of the medical research on saturated fat ever done up to this time.5 

Four years later, a different group of researchers from Cambridge University published 
another meta-analysis. This time the researchers combined the data from 72 previously published 
studies involving more than 600,000 participants from 18 countries. The researchers basically 
combined all the highest quality studies on fats and diet that had been done for the past several 
decades and analyzed them together. The results confirmed the previous meta-analysis—there is 
no connection between saturated fat intake and heart disease.6 

The studies are clear, neither saturated fat nor coconut oil cause or even promote heart 
disease. Because they raise good HDL cholesterol and lower the cholesterol ratio, if anything, 
they help to protect against it. 

 
Coconut Oil Is a Poison and One of the Worst Foods We Could Eat 

Dr. Michels calls coconut oil a “pure poison.” She claims it is not just a poison, but a “pure” 
poison; the connotation is, that it is extremely dangerous at even the smallest dosage. What is a 
poison? According to the English Oxford Living Dictionary, poison is defined as, “A substance 
that is capable of causing the illness or death of a living organism when introduced or absorbed.” 
Does coconut oil fit this definition? Not hardly.  

Coconut oil has been a major part of the diet of millions of people for thousands of years. In 
all that time it has never been known to cause any illness or kill anyone. On the contrary, there 



are many plants that are poisonous such as hemlock, belladonna (deadly nightshade), and death 
cap mushrooms. Consuming any of them, even in small amounts, will bring about sudden illness 
and quick death. Coconut oil, on the other hand, can be consumed daily in relatively large 
quantities without any ill effect. I know some people who consume as much as 12 tablespoons 
(180 ml) a day and are in excellent health. 

According the United States Food and Drug Administration (FDA) coconut oil is perfectly 
harmless. It is included among the FDA’s exclusive GRAS (Generally Regarded as Safe) list of 
food substances. To be included on this list requires rigorous testing to confirm that the item is 
safe. Coconut oil is given a GRAS classification of “1,” which is the highest or safest category 
within the GRAS list. According to the FDA this means that all available studies and historical 
data have shown that there is “no evidence” that shows or even “suggests” that coconut oil is 
harmful in any way.7 

It is ironic that Dr. Michels calls coconut oil a poison, because it has proven to be not only 
harmless, but highly effective in saving the lives of people who have ingested actual poisons. 
The medical literature has described numerous instances in which coconut oil has been used in 
hospital settings as an antidote to otherwise fatal poisonings. For instance, the use of coconut oil 
has become a routine practice in some hospitals in the treatment of aluminum phosphide 
poisoning.8 Aluminum phosphide is a common poison used for rodent control. There is no other 
known antidote and poisonings are almost always fatal unless treated with coconut oil.  

Using coconut oil to nullify the effects of poisons is not that unusual. Researchers have 
known for many years about the detoxifying properties of coconut oil. Numerous animal studies 
have shown that coconut oil blocks the deleterious effects of a number of different chemical 
toxins. Coconut oil has been shown to alleviate the effects of at least 36 known toxins ranging 
from industrial solvents to aflatoxin.9 

Calling coconut oil a pure poison only illustrates Dr. Michels’ lack of knowledge about 
coconut oil, which makes anything she says about it totally unreliable. 

 
There Are No Studies That Show Any Health Benefits to Coconut Oil 

One of the most common arguments given in an attempt to discredit coconut oil is to claim 
that there is no evidence proving coconut oil has any health benefits. When a doctor or professor 
makes this statement, he or she is inferring that there are no studies to support the use of coconut 
oil as a healthy fat. They are counting on the listener to take their word on this simply because 
they are considered an expert. In reality, what they are doing is exposing their own ignorance and 
lack of knowledge on the subject.  

When someone makes this type of statement it means they have not bothered to make even 
the slightest effort to find the facts. If they had, they would have found an abundance of 
information and research on coconut oil describing its many health benefits. Currently, there are 
over 10,000 studies on coconut oil listed in the medical literature. Most of these studies can be 
easily accessed on the internet. 

If you go to my website,www.coconutresearchcenter.org and look under the heading 
“Medical Research,” you will find a listing of hundreds of studies. Here you will find references 
to an abundance of published studies showing the therapeutic or beneficial effects of coconut oil 
on cardiovascular health, immune function, cancer, diabetes, liver and kidney health, digestive 
function, weight management, and much more. To say that there is no evidence for the health 
benefits of coconut oil is totally wrong and indicates that the speaker is either woefully ignorant, 
too lazy to do any research, or lying. 



If you want to know the truth about saturated fats and coconut oil you should not listen to 
professors who have no idea what they are talking about, instead listen to researchers who have 
actually researched the topic. One of the reasons why Dr. Michels’ comments received such 
notoriety is because of her association with Harvard. Being a Harvard professor gives a person 
some air of authority. However, there are other Harvard professors who are far more qualified 
than Dr. Michels on this subject, who have studied and published works on the health effects of 
coconut oil. One group of Harvard researchers that includes George L. Blackburn, MD, PhD, 
Edward Mascioli, MD, and Vigan K. Babyan, PhD state, “Coconut oil has an important medical 
role to play in nutrition, metabolism, and health care. Indeed, properly formulated and utilized, 
coconut oil may be the preferred vegetable oil in our diet and the special hospital foods used 
promoting patient recovery.” These researchers made this statement after having spent years 
studying the health effects of coconut oil and other fats. Their comments hold far more authority 
than a biostatistician who apparently has never even bothered to do even an internet search on 
the subject.  
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