
 

Eggs: Good or Bad? 

 
Bruce Griffin: Department of Nutritional Sciences,  

University of Surrey, United Kingdom 

Seminar in Helsinki 27.11.2018  

Organizer: Munax Oy - We love Eggs -seminar 27.11.2018 

 

------- 

 

Introduction: The answer to first part of 

this question is undoubtedly ‘yes’! Eggs 

are most definitely good in terms of 

nutrition. They are low in energy but 

high in nutrient density, with a 

composition of micronutrients (vitamins, 

minerals) that is unmatched by any 

other single food, and contain protein 

that is of a quality (compliment of 

essential amino acids and bioavailability) 

that is equivalent to dairy foods and 

better than beef steak.  

The answer to the second part of the question is more contentious and concerns proving that eggs 

are safe to eat and are not a risk for the development of cardiovascular diseases (CVD), because they 

are the richest source of dietary cholesterol. This has been debated for >50 years and underlies the 

restriction of eggs through the 70s 80s and 90s.  



 

 

In the 1960s, the ‘Go to 

work on an egg’ campaign 

became a familiar slogan. 

As children, we were 

encouraged to eat eggs as 

a core component of the 

British breakfast. Then in 

the 1970s something 

happened to change this 

view of eggs as being 

good for health.  

 

 

 

 

 

In the 1970s there was an explosion of 

interest and research into the role of 

raised blood cholesterol in the 

development of CVD. Because eggs 

contained cholesterol they were an 

inevitable casualty of the simplistic 

thinking (misconception) that 

cholesterol in our diet becomes the 

cholesterol in our blood,  in other 

words, dietary and blood cholesterol 

are effectively the same and they are 

not! 

   

 

 

 



 

  

Further examples of the 

mixed messages about 

eggs and CVD from the 

British press/social 

media that confused the 

public. A campaign 

‘Lifting the limits’ was 

launched in the UK 2009 

with aim of changing our 

National guidelines and 

negative attitudes to 

eggs.  This involved 

reappraising the 

evidence in the literature 

over the last 50 years. 

The result from this and 

other studies showed 

there to be no convincing evidence to link egg intake with CVD. The UK FSA and BHF revised their 

dietary guidelines to reflect this.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evidence for the 

lipid/cholesterol hypothesis; 

linking raised blood LDL 

cholesterol to increased CVD is 

incontrovertible. Evidence for a 

direct relationship between 

dietary cholesterol (principally 

from eggs) being linked to CVD 

morbidity (risk of CVD) or CVD 

death has been more difficult to 

establish for the following 

reasons…  

 

 



 

…eggs and saturated 

fat are eaten 

together in the same 

foods. Eggs are an 

easily quantified 

marker of diets that 

are high in energy, 

saturated and trans 

fats and this makes it 

difficult to 

distinguish between 

the effects of eggs 

and these other 

dietary factors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The largest study so far to 

examine the effects of egg 

consumption on CVD risk 

(combined two 

prospective cohorts:  

Health Professionals 

Follow-up Study and the 

Nurses’ Health Study. It 

found no relationship 

between egg intake and 

CVD.  

  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Evidence that eggs 

were associated 

with increased CVD 

risk in diabetes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Another meta-

analysis of many 

more follow-up 

studies by the same 

group in Harvard, 

came to the same 

conclusion: egg 

intake not related to 

CVD in total group, 

but egg intake was 

related to CVD in 

patients with 

diabetes.   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

The American 

Heart 

Association 

(2013) and 

DGAC (2015) in 

the USA revised 

their guidelines, 

removing 

restrictions on 

the intake of 

dietary 

cholesterol and 

eggs. The issue 

over eggs being 

associated with 

the 

development of 

diabetes, and 

CVD in diabetes 

prevailed.  

 

 

 

 

Diabetes has reached 

pandemic 

proportions globally. 

Population of Finland 

5.5million 350,000 

have diabetes ~6% 

(300,000 have type-2 

diabetes) about the 

same as the UK, so 

high incidence that is 

increasing.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Example of a study that produced 

further evidence of eggs not being 

related to CVD and cardiac death, 

but may be related to the incidence 

of type-2 diabetes and CVD risk in 

this group.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jackson Heart 

Study shows that 

egg intake <1 egg 

per month up to 

5+ eggs per week 

is associated with 

the incidence of 

developing type-2 

diabetes. 

However….. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

…high egg 

consumers 

(5+ per day) 

were more 

likely to be 

male 

smokers who 

consumed 

nearly twice 

as much 

saturated fat 

and 2g more 

trans fat as 

compared to 

low egg 

consumers. 

These habits 

are much 

more 

strongly 

linked to developing CVD and type 2 diabetes than eating eggs. So egg consumption associated with 

a particularly bad dietary pattern.  

When the 

participants in the 

Jackson Heart 

Study were 

followed-up over 

7.3 years there 

was NO evidence 

that egg intake 

was associated 

with developing 

type 2 diabetes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Continuing on the evidence 

that egg eaters consume a 

specific type of dietary pattern 

that is responsible for linking 

eggs (indirectly to CVD and 

diabetes). Another study 

showed that egg consumption 

was linked to body mass index 

(fatness) and waist 

circumference (a measure of 

high risk central obesity). 

However…… 

 

 

 

 

…the study 

identified that 

the relationship 

between egg 

intake and BMI 

and waist 

circumference 

could be 

explained by 2 

types of dietary 

pattern which 

included meat, 

pulses and fish 

(note that the 

association with 

meat was 

probably linked 

to processed 

meats which are 

linked to CVD). 

 



 

The question of how dietary 

cholesterol and saturated fat raise 

blood cholesterol is of relevance 

because we eat gram quantities of 

saturated fat and only milligram 

quantities of dietary cholesterol in 

eggs, and these different levels of 

intake have very different effects 

on the mechanism responsible for 

increasing blood LDL cholesterol.  

All cells in the body have receptors 

on their surface that can bind and 

remove LDL particles from the 

blood. This removal process 

effectively lowers blood LDL 

cholesterol levels. The production 

of these LDL receptors is decreased by saturated fats and cholesterol in our diet, but saturated fat in 

much greater amounts has a much greater effect in decreasing the production of LDL receptors and 

raising blood LDL cholesterol. You have to eat gram quantities of dietary cholesterol, in for example 

5 + eggs per day, to get the same effects as saturated fat.  

 

 

Egg intake has been linked to 

increased CVD risk in type 2 

diabetes. However, people 

with type 2 diabetes have 

insulin resistance (their 

tissues are unresponsive to 

the hormone insulin). This 

makes their gut absorb less 

dietary cholesterol from 

eggs, making their blood LDL 

cholesterol less 

sensitive/responsive to 

dietary cholesterol. This is 

exactly the opposite of what 

you would expect if eggs 

were to increase CVD risk in 

this group by raising blood LDL cholesterol.  

 

 

 

 



 

If people with insulin 

resistance (not diabetics) 

are less responsive to 

dietary cholesterol in 

eggs this should be 

observed when you feed 

these people with insulin 

resistance eggs, which is 

what this study did. 

When people with insulin 

resistance were fed 4 

eggs a day for 4 weeks, 

they showed a 

significantly lower 

increase in blood LDL 

cholesterol in 

comparison to the insulin 

sensitive group, so were 

less sensitive.   

 

 

 

Similarly, in the largest egg 

intervention study to date in 

people with type-2 diabetes, 

egg feeding (2 eggs per day 

for 6 days a week for 3 

months) produced no 

adverse effects on 

biomarkers of CVD risk, and 

actually lowered blood 

cholesterol, blood fat (TAG), 

blood glucose and glycated 

haemoglobin (a measure of 

how well blood sugar levels 

are controlled in type 2 

diabetes). 

 

 

 



 

The question is, how are eggs 

producing these apparently 

favourable effects on 

cardiovascular health? This study 

and others showed that egg 

intake promotes a loss in body 

weight, visceral fat (abdominal fat 

around the outside of vital organs 

that is strongly linked to CVD risk 

and type-2 diabetes), and reduces 

waist circumference (a measure 

of central or visceral adiposity).  

These are critically important 

effects to reduce CVD risk, 

especially in people with type-2 diabetes. This supports the inclusion of eggs as part of a balanced 

diet in both healthy and people with type 2 diabetes.  

 

 

 

 

Egg 

consumption 

is slightly 

below the 

European 

average in 

Finland and 

the UK, but 

has 

increased 

significantly 

in both 

countries in 

the last 10 

years. 

Denmark has 

the highest 

intake in 

Europe at on average over 4.5 eggs/week. This data was taken from a recent systematic review of 

many follow-up studies and intervention trials that summarises what could be regarded to be the 

current consensus on the association of eggs with CVD and CVD in diabetes…  

 



 

…the study showed that 

intervention (egg feeding) 

studies in which people were 

fed increasing amounts of 

eggs produced no effects on 

risk markers of CVD or type 2 

diabetes. It also showed that 

the associations between egg 

intake and CVD in healthy 

and diabetic people could be 

explained by the effects of 

components of the diet 

(other than eggs e.g. 

saturated fat) or other risk 

factors.  

 

 

In 1952, Ancel Keys 

(who discovered the 

link between 

satuarated fat and 

coronary heart 

disease) stated that 

dietary cholesterol 

has very little effect 

on blood cholesterol 

unless you consume 

very high amounts.  

If more people had 

listed to this man 66 

years ago, we may 

have never restricted 

the intake of eggs 

over all of this time!   

 


