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A balanced diet is an essential part of a healthy life. 

We satisfy our nutritional requirements by ingesting 

a series of foodstuffs that together make up our diet. 

Three main types of nutrient are required for our bodies 

to function correctly: carbohydrates, fats and proteins. 

A surplus or a defi cit of any of these nutrients is a 

risk for our health. The right amount of each nutrient 

guarantees that our organism can carry out its vital 

functions correctly. The recommended percentage of 

each of these nutrients in our daily calorie intake is:

Carbohydrates = 55-75%•

Proteins = 10-15%•

Fats = 15-30%•

Fats, when consumed in moderation, are therefore 

essential for good growth and development and for 

maintaining a good state of health. Fats are our main 

source of energy and help us to absorb vitamins A, D, 

E and K. However, we must also bear in mind that: 1) 

fats provide our bodies with 9 kilocalories per gram of 

fat consumed, which means that we must control the 

amount of fat we eat, because if not we may become 

overweight or obese. 2) It is not only important to 

control the quantity, but also the quality, because some 

to function correctly: carbohydrates, fats and proteins.

A surplus or a defi cit of any of these nutrients is a

risk for our health. The right amount of each nutrient

27M

A balaancnceded diet is an essential part of a healthy life.

We satisfy our nutritional requirements by ingesting

a series of foodstuffs that together make up our diet.

Three main types of nutrient are required for our bodies

fats are considered healthy and others less so. There 

are two types of fats, animal and vegetable fats. There 

is a general consensus worldwide in recommending 

that we should reduce our consumption of animal fats 

(high in saturated fats), and that conversely we should 

be encouraged to consume vegetable fats. But 

not all vegetable fats are as healthy as others. 

The most obvious example are the fats known as 

trans fatty acids which are normally 

found in food processed with 

partially hydrogenated vegetable 

oils, such as vegetable lard, some 

margarines, salted biscuits, 

sweets, snacks, fried and oven-

cooked food. There is a lot of 

research showing the harmful 

effects for our health of this type 

of fat.
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Virgin olive oil composition depends, among others, 
on the type of olives, degree of maturation, and 
the manufacturing process (1). It has two distinct 
fractions:

Majority fraction (saponifi able): this makes 1.
up almost all (between 98% and 99% of the 
total) of the oil. This is mostly composed 
of triglycerides, but it is also contains free 
fatty acids and phospholipids. In virgin 
olive oil, monounsaturated fatty acids 
(oleic acid) dominate, make up 80% of the 
total.

In addition, certain vegetable fats such as coconut oil 

and palm oil have high levels of saturated fats, which 

make consumption unadvisable.

Experts today recommend a moderate intake of mono 

and poly unsaturated fats, which provide a lot of health 

benefi ts, while advising against the consumption of 

saturated and hydrogenated fats (trans fatty acids), 

which among other things, increase the levels of “bad”

cholesterol (LDL).

One of the most well-known characteristic of the 

Mediterranean diet is the presence of virgin olive oil as 

the principal source of energy from fat. In contrast to 

other edible oils with a similar fatty composition, namely 

sunfl ower, soybean and rapeseed canola oils, virgin 

olive oil is a natural juice, while the seed oils must be 

refi ned before consumption, thus changing its original 

composition during this process. Therefore, virgin 

olive oil is a real juice from the olive and is a source of 

healthy fatty acids (monounsaturated fats) but also for 

hundreds of micronutrients, especially antioxidants, as 

phenol compounds, vitamin E or carotenes.
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In summary, virgin olive oil, an important constituent of the 

Mediterranean diet, is considered a major factor in preserving a 

healthy population, and it has been widely associated with the 

prevention of several pathologies like cancer (2), heart disease 

(3), and aging by inhibiting oxidative stress (4, 5). These benefi cial 

properties are mainly attributed to its composition, a high 

percentage of monounsaturated acids (oleic acid) and signifi cant 

amounts of minor components with strong antioxidant activity (6).

Minority fraction (unsaponifi able): this covers 2.
the rest and is therefore by a very long way 
the smaller fraction. This fraction contains 
compounds relating to the taste (polyphenols), 
colour (chlorophyllic pigments and carotenoids), 
and smell of the oil (volatile compounds). It is 
made up of the so-called minority components. 
These are extranutritional constituents that 
are very diverse in terms of chemical structure 
and function and which appear in food in very 
small quantities. They are also known as 
“Bioactive compounds” because they have 
certain interesting properties that are benefi cial 
for health. We should also emphasize that the 

abundance and variety of these compounds is 
a defi ning characteristic of virgin olive oil and 
sets is apart from refi ned olive oil or other kinds 
of seed-based oils. These compounds include: 
terpenic alcohols such as cycloasterol; sterols, 
such as beta-sistoterol; carotenes, such as 
beta-carotene or vitamin A; tocopherols, such 
as alpha-tocopherol or vitamin E; chlorophylls; 
simple phenolic compounds, such as tyrosol and 
hydroxytyrosol; triterpenic hydrocarbons, such 
as squalene; lignans, such as acetoxypinoresinol 
and pinoresinol; secoiridoids, such as oleuropein; 
fl avonoids, such as luteolin and apigenin.
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