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STORY OF CHANGE
Elimina on of Trans Fa y Acids
by Hindustan Unilever Limited (HUL)
Evidence shows that both industrial and animal-derived Trans Fats (TFAs) adversely aﬀect
the blood cholesterol pro ile. The potential impact on coronary heart disease risk of equal
intakes of animal-derived and industrial TFAs are considered similar. World Health
Organisation (WHO) and the national public health authorities recommend limiting
dietary intake of total TFAs to below one percent of total dietary energy because of their
established adverse eﬀects on heart health.
While one can reduce or avoid the consumption of natural TFAs, for the overall betterment
of consumer health, industrially produced TFAs should be curtailed and eliminated.
Arti icial trans fats are created on purpose. Through hydrogenation, unsaturated fatty acid
chains are saturated with hydrogen to make the liquid oils turn and stay solid for enhanced
functionality and shelf-life stability. For better overall health, it is pertinent that consumers
completely avoid consuming them.

The Objective of the Study
The Study was designed to assess the impact of trans fats elimination from the food products produced
and its impact on performance in Hindustan Unilever Limited. Thus, it was planned to achieve two
major objectives: assess the impact of trans fats elimination from the food products produced on
overall performance and investigate the operational changes and challenges in implementing them.
This case study also explains how Unilever implemented it without compromising its taste and texture
and ensuring its consumers' safety.

Why Eliminate Trans-Fat from Food Products?
Scienti ic research in the 1990s showed that TFA potentially has adverse eﬀects on health linked to
increased heart disease risk. TFA raise 'bad' LDL cholesterol and lower 'good' HDL cholesterol. More
recently, scienti ic publications have shown that TFA is worse than saturated fats (SAFA) on a gram-forgram basis regarding their impact on the risk of heart disease. Unilever is recognised for a leading role
in the drive to reduce dietary intake levels of TFA.

The Situa on
The physiological impact of TFA has been a topic of particular attention for health authorities in recent
years. WHO urges removal of TFA from food products so that individual consumers consume no more
than one percent of their dietary energy from TFA.
Hence, WHO recommends focusing on Partially
Hydrogenated Vegetable Oil (PHVO) and
considers it as a tool for the virtual elimination of
TFA from the human diet. Therefore, PHVO
needs to be considered in the context of its
applications in processed foods. PHVO used as
ingredients in foods usually contributes
signi icantly to the TFA content of the food. But
TFA present in some minor ingredients (e.g.,
lavours or emulsi iers), which are widely used
in the food industry in formulations at very low levels, do not contribute signi icantly to the TFA
content of the inal foods.
In response to the WHO recommendation to minimise TFA, Unilever's committed that no product will
contain more than one percent trans fat originating from PHVO (one gram per 100 grams inished
product), a level which is also being referred to as 'virtually trans free'. ¹
Since the discovery of TFAs adverse eﬀects, a considerable decrease in TFAs intake has been made
possible through technological developments that have led to the replacement of PHVO. The
margarine industry has been at the forefront of this voluntary reformulation.

Taking Ac on on Trans fats
To promote transparency, Unilever published its de inition and approach to removing trans fats from
PHVOs. While achieving this goal, they worked towards minimising industrially-produced trans fats in
their products. The International Food and Beverage Alliance (IFBA) member companies should align
with the WHO recommendation that industrially-produced trans fat should not exceed 2 g per 100 g of
total fat or oil in all foods. To achieve this limit worldwide by 2023 at the latest, the change that has been
realised.
In 2010, Unilever committed to removing TFAs originating from PHVO from all their products as part of
their Unilever Sustainable Living plan.
In September 2012, 100 percent of their portfolio by volume did not contain TFAs originating from
PHVO. *This is true both in high-income countries but also in middle and low-income countries.
*They have published de initions and approaches to removing trans fats from partially hydrogenated vegetable
oil. See Melnikov, S., & Zevenbergen, H. "Implementation of removing trans fatty acids originating from partially
hydrogenated vegetable oils," New Food 2012; 5: 44-46. This approach focuses on the main ingredients in our
recipes. It does not include traces of trans fats from partially hydrogenated vegetable oil that may be found in
some lavours or emulsi iers.

In 2019, both globally and in India, 100 percent of Unilever's Foods and Refreshments portfolio was
virtually free from trans fats originating from PHVO. They undertake regular reviews of their products
to ensure quality.

Analysis and Challenges
In the absence of clear legal and regulatory de initions of PHVO, de ining what sets apart a PHVO from
fully hydrogenated vegetable oil (HVO) is important. There have been various attempts to de ine PHVO
in the past; however, most of them were based on measurable parameters that are only indirectly
linked to TFA content.
Bockisch suggested de ining PHVO using iodine value (IV) and melting point (MP) intervals for these
oils. However, nowadays, with the major progress made in reducing TFA levels, IV, in our opinion, has
clear disadvantages, as it is a measure for the degree of unsaturation, which does not discriminate
between cis and trans fats. MP values can be practical to indicate but cannot accurately predict the
amount of TFA in the fat.
Another de inition proposed by Deutsche Gesellschaft für Fettwissenschaft (DGF) classi ies HVO as
fats having a degree of hardening above 90 percent; consequently, hydrogenated fats containing less
than 90 percent of SAFA and at least 10 percent of TFA are considered as PHVO.
The DGF approach is helping to focus on the intent to reduce TFA. Removing PHVO is a tool to reduce
TFA, and its de inition should be linked to the amount of TFA. A recent review by L'Abbe et al., a proposal
of the Canadian Trans Fat Task Force, was highlighted. This proposal gives TFA limits for margarine
foods, which align with Unilever's commitment to reduce TFA to less than one gram per 100 gram
inished product.
The Canadian proposal also states that for vegetable fats and oils used as ingredients in the preparation
of foods, a total TFA content of ive percent maximum on fat should be allowed. Unilever has adopted
this proposal, which is in line with TFA levels found in commercially available non-hydrogenated oils
and fats. Therefore, for achieving their PHVO commitment, they will use as a de inition: "PHVO
ingredients are hydrogenated oils and fats containing more than ive wt% of TFA.”

Lessons and Recommenda ons
In many countries in Europe and elsewhere, intakes of animal-derived TFAs are higher than those of
industrial TFAs due to signi icant industrial reformulation. Public health measures and programmes to
further reduce TFAs intake should focus on further eliminating partial hydrogenation of vegetable fats
and industrial TFAs and reducing the intake of saturated fats, which will also limit the intake of animal
derived TFAs.²

Providing Good Fats: Unilever Eliminated Trans Fats and are Using Good
Fats in their Products
Fat is an essential part of the diet as it helps the body absorb certain nutrients and provides us with
energy and a source of essential fatty acids. According to the WHO, between 20 percent and 35 percent
of our energy intake should come from fats. The majority should be unsaturated fat, with a minority
being saturated.

Source: Unilever Sustainable Living Plan: 3-year summary of progress 2017-2019. Accessible at <www.unilever.com/Images/uslp-3-year-performance-summary-2017-2019_tcm244-549781_en.pdf>

Fat is also an essential ingredient to add lavour and texture to the foods we eat. However, too muchsaturated fat can increase the risk of developing heart disease. The Global Nutrition Report 2018
con irms that we should limit foods and beverages high in saturated fats to eat a healthy diet. Instead,
people should opt for unsaturated fats or healthier oils, like those found in ish, avocado, nuts and
seeds, sun lower, canola, and olives. At the same time, one should try to eliminate trans fats from diets
altogether.

Using Polyunsaturated Fat from Plant-Based Oils
One of Unilever's Sustainable Living Plan targets was to reduce saturated fat in their Spreads products.
They divested their Spreads business in 2018 and no longer track this target, but continue to use good
oils. They use plant-based oils, like soybean, canola, rapeseed, avocado, sun lower, and olive oil, which
contain monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats.
They also continued to decrease saturated fat in their other products, such as in ice creams, as part of a
calorie reduction programme. They are also reducing saturated fats in their products and are
committed to encouraging people to make
healthier choices through clear labelling
and balanced portions.
They've been working on a solution that
involves blending palm oil with other oils,
such as sun lower oil, to lower the saturated
fat content. They also lowered the salt and
sugar content, making them even healthier.
In early 2020, they introduced Knorr Quick
Noodles containing this blend of oils, and
they are currently available in four lavours
(chicken, beef, curry, and hot tomato).
“The huge success of this project is that they've been able to develop Unilever's irst Highest Nutritional
Standards (HNS) compliant noodle, and able to claim that they are low in saturated fat on-pack,”
explains Sinem Gedik, R&D Technical Project Leader.³
Unilever's Highest Nutritional Standards (HNS) – is a benchmark based on globally recognised dietary
recommendations – is a signi icant commitment. It involves reformulating Unilever products with
limited amounts of sugar, salt, saturated fat, and calories to make great-tasting food and beverages that
people enjoy. Unilever is working hard to deliver these nutritional improvements for the millions of
people who consume their products every day.

Future Challenges
We think a 'bridge' from ITF (Industrial Trans Fatty Acids) towards Food Systems transformation is
required. HUL has demonstrated it successfully by removing it and, at the same time, improving the
nutritional quality of many of its products; however, much more is required. More importantly, we
must emphasise the increase in micronutrients in the diet.

Another biggest challenge in the future will be to encourage people to make the dietary shift towards a
more planet-friendly diet. For our food system to be sustainable, we need many more people to opt for
plant-based foods.
Focusing on more plant-based options, products with lower salt, sugar, and fat, and foods containing
essential micronutrients requires action from individual food companies. The industry's
responsibility is to make sure that nutritious foods and refreshments taste great so that people will
choose them rather than less healthy alternatives. We must also focus on increasing transparency in
our labelling to help shift consumer preferences.⁴
However, to truly transform the food system, we need to encourage people to eat better and require
increased collaboration between governments, NGOs, scientists, retailers and suppliers, and the food
industry. The key challenge will be facilitating this multi-stakeholder approach towards collective
action.
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