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Add Soyfoods to Your “Recipe” for a Heart Healthy Diet
By: Karen Collins, MS, RDN, CDN, FAND

Creating a heart-healthy dietary pattern is a lot like creating a recipe for a dish you love. In the recipe for your
favorite dish, ingredients come together, each enhancing the others. That’s how to build a diet for heart health,
too— Daily food choices are the key ingredients, and emerging research shows several ways soyfoods
contribute to that “recipe.”

Blood Lipid Levels

Studies have long demonstrated the importance of an optimal LDL-cholesterol level of less than 100 mg/dL.(1)
Research shows that soy protein can help lower LDL-cholesterol.(2,3) And limited studies suggest that soy
protein can also lower levels of ApoB,(4) a protein found in all lipoprotein particles that promote
atherosclerosis, a disease associated with plaque accumulation on arterial walls. ApoB is another important
indicator of cardiovascular risk.(1)

Soy protein has effects on blood lipids that promote atherosclerosis.(2) Additionally, most of the fat in soy is
unsaturated fat, which helps lower LDL-cholesterol levels. In studies that reflect the influence of soy protein as
replacements for meats and dairy, the effects on atherosclerosis-promoting lipids are evident.(5)

Healthy Blood Vessels

There’s more to heart health than keeping blood cholesterol low. As people age, arteries tend to get stiffer and
less able to dilate as they should.(6) This paves the way for high blood pressure, a major risk factor for heart
disease found in nearly half of U.S. adults today.(7)

Fortunately, research shows that these changes in blood vessel walls can be slowed down(8), and emerging
research suggests that soy may play a part here, too. In some laboratory studies, soy isoflavones trigger a
cascade of reactions that support blood vessels’ ability to relax and allow proper blood flow, reduce oxidative
stress and related inflammation in cells that line blood vessels, and reduce arterial stiffness. (9,10)

In other studies, equol, a compound that gut bacteria produce from daidzein (one of the isoflavones found in
soy), shows even stronger protective effects on artery walls.(10) Some people produce more equol from
isoflavones than others, and this could mean that they are likely to benefit in this way from soyfoods.

Much more research is needed to understand how soyfoods may help support healthy blood vessels.

Soyfoods as a Win-Win for Heart Health



The benefits of eating soyfoods are magnified when they aren’t simply added to an unhealthy diet but used as
swaps to help reduce consumption of foods that heart health recommendations advise limiting. (11)

Here are just a few ideas:

e Substitute tempeh or chunks of tofu for higher saturated fat protein sources in chili, tacos, and pasta
dishes.

¢ If you enjoy smoothies, skip the high-sugar mixes and simply blenderize fruit with soy milk and soft or
silken tofu.

¢ Instead of snacking on chips, crackers, or sweets: choose edamame or soy nuts.
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