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Saw Palmetto 

This Plant-Derived Remedy Benefits Prostate Health, Modulates Hormones, and May Help Prevent Hair 
Loss 
By Armond Scipione 

As men grow older, many experience declining prostate health that significantly affects their 
lifestyle and well-being. One of the most common conditions threatening the prostate gland is 
benign prostatic hypertrophy. This swelling of the prostate gland can lead to myriad symptoms 
such as increased urinary frequency, weak urinary stream, and difficulty initiating urination. 

For more than a century, saw palmetto (Sabal serrulata) has been recognized for its ability to 
relieve swelling of the prostate gland. In fact, saw palmetto is one of the most popular plant-derived 
remedies for benign prostatic hypertrophy. Doctors in Germany, Austria, and Italy use saw 
palmetto, along with other plant extracts like pygeum and nettle root, as a first-line treatment for 
enlargement of the prostate gland.1 

By helping to prevent the conversion of testosterone to its potent metabolite dihydrotestosterone 
(DHT),2-6 saw palmetto may have important implications for preventing hormone-related cancers in men, such as prostate cancer. 
Saw palmetto’s ability to modulate hormonal balance also makes it a promising candidate for preventing and treating hair loss, 
with initial studies demonstrating positive effects.7 

BENEFITS FOR PROSTATE HEALTH 

Benign prostatic hypertrophy (BPH) is a common condition that becomes increasingly prevalent in aging men. BPH affects 8% of 
all men at the age of 40, 60% of men in their seventies, and 90% of men in their eighties.8 One fourth of these men will develop 
moderate-to-severe lower urinary tract symptoms that will greatly affect their quality of life.8 

The prostate gland’s sole function is to secrete fluid containing substances needed for reproduction. This process requires an 
extremely high concentration of androgen hormones in the prostatic tissues. BPH seems to be related to the prostate’s long-
term exposure to the strong androgen dihydrotestosterone (DHT), as well as to estrogens.9 The enzyme necessary to convert 
testosterone into DHT is called 5-alpha-reductase. 

Research has shown that saw palmetto is an effective inhibitor of 5-alpha-reductase activity in prostate gland tissue.2-6 In patients 
with BPH, saw palmetto relieved urinary symptoms as effectively as the pharmaceutical 5-alpha-reductase inhibitor, finasteride 
(Proscar®).9 In addition to inhibiting 5-alpha-reductase activity, saw palmetto exerts anti-inflammatory effects that also may have 
complementary effects on prostate health.9 

Extensive research supports saw palmetto’s benefits for prostate health. An analysis of 2,939 men with symptomatic BPH found 
that those taking saw palmetto extract reported greater improvement of urinary tract symptoms and urinary flow measures 
compared to control subjects. Furthermore, the experimental group saw a decrease in episodes of nocturia (nighttime urination) 
and an improvement in peak urinary flow.1  



In one trial, researchers assessed the efficacy of 160 mg of saw palmetto given twice daily for two 
years. The study enrolled men with clinically diagnosed BPH and complaints of prostate 
symptoms. The patients were evaluated at 6, 12, 18, and 24 months. At each subsequent 
evaluation, the patients’  quality of life and maximum urinary flow had improved, and both prostate 
size and symptoms had decreased. The study participants reported that sexual function remained 
stable for the first year of treatment and significantly improved during the second year. Another 
study examined men aged 45 or older with moderate-to-severe symptoms of BPH. After receiving 
placebo for one month, the men were randomly assigned to receive either saw palmetto or placebo 
for an additional six months. The men were evaluated using the International Prostate Symptom 
Score and measurement of urinary flow rate. The saw palmetto group experienced a significant 
decrease in its prostate symptom scores. Moreover, its quality-of-life scores increased to a greater 
degree than in those taking a placebo. The researchers concluded that saw palmetto significantly 
improved urinary symptoms compared to placebo.11 

POTENT HORMONE-MODULATING EFFECTS 

Growing numbers of aging adults are turning to a novel therapy called hormone restoration to fight the signs of aging and regain 
their youthful vitality. Proper hormone restorative therapy involves balancing and maintaining youthful levels of the body’s key 
hormones. For optimal health, pregnenolone, dehydroepiandrosterone (DHEA), progesterone, cortisol, estrogen, testosterone, 
and DHT all need to be in proper balance. 

More and more men are using testosterone therapy to regain their youthful vigor. Testosterone not only can transform itself into 
DHT via the 5-alpha-reductase enzyme, but also can convert to estradiol via the aromatase enzyme. These are undesirable 
effects, since elevated DHT may lead to enlargement of the prostate and possibly to loss of scalp hair.7,12 Furthermore, elevated 
estradiol in men has been linked to gynecomastia (breast enlargement in men), decreased sexual function, and weight gain.13,14 

Fortunately, such side effects of testosterone therapy can be avoided by taking some simple steps. Studies show that an extract 
of saw palmetto can block the conversion of testosterone to DHT.3 Research has also shown that zinc may block testosterone’s 
conversion (aromatization) to estradiol. In a study published in the Journal of Nutrition, researchers examined the effects of zinc 
deficiency on androgen metabolism and aromatization. The formation of estradiol from testosterone was significantly greater in 
rats fed a zinc-deficient diet than in freely fed rats. The researchers concluded that zinc deficiency reduces circulating 
testosterone concentrations, alters hepatic steroid metabolism, and may increase circulating estradiol concentrations.15 
Ensuring adequate zinc status may thus help prevent the undesirable conversion of testosterone to estradiol. 

PREVENTING AND MANAGING HAIR LOSS 

Intriguing research suggests that supplementation with saw palmetto may prove useful in preventing and managing hair loss. It 
has been estimated that there are between 100,000 and 150,000 hairs on the human scalp. On average, between 50 and 150 
hairs may be lost each day. Baldness occurs when this hair loss occurs at an abnormally high rate or when hair replacement 
occurs at an abnormally slow rate. About 95% of all cases of hair loss are the result of androgenic alopecia, or male pattern hair 
loss. 

Biochemically, one contributing factor to this disorder is the conversion of testosterone to DHT via the 5-alpha-reductase 
enzyme.7,16,17 Accordingly, agents that block the 5-alpha-reductase enzyme are attracting attention as treatments for androgenic 
alopecia.  

Finasteride, marketed under the brand names Propecia® and Proscar®, is an FDA-approved 
treatment for men with androgenic alopecia. Clinical studies in balding men have demonstrated 
that finasteride reduces scalp DHT levels and improves hair growth, confirming DHT’s role in 
the pathophysiology of androgenic alopecia.17 Studies have shown that both finasteride and 
saw palmetto are effective inhibitors of the 5-alpha reductase enzyme.2-6,9,17 However, 
researchers have also discovered that finasteride is associated with a greater risk of erectile 
dysfunction, ejaculatory disorders, and decreased libido.18 Thus, many men are seeking 
effective solutions for hair loss that are free of these side effects. 

One study sought to examine saw palmetto’s effects in treating androgenic alopecia. The 
study followed 19 healthy men, aged 23-64, with mild-to-moderate androgenic alopecia. The men were given either 200 mg of saw 
palmetto and 50 mg of beta-sitosterol twice a day or a matching placebo for an average of 4.6 months. Overall hair assessment 
was determined using a standardized scale. The patients were asked to evaluate any changes with respect to their current 
satisfaction with their hair. Assessments were performed at baseline and at the study’s completion. Sixty percent of the study 
subjects were rated as improved at the final visit.7 Larger, gender-specific clinical trials are needed to further elucidate these 
promising initial findings. 



SUMMARY 

For over 200 years, saw palmetto has been used to prevent and improve the symptoms associated with benign prostatic 
hypertrophy in men.1 Growing evidence indicates that supplementing with saw palmetto may also positively modulate the 
complex system of hormone metabolism in men and women alike. Saw palmetto’s effects on hormone metabolism may have 
important implications for hormone restoration programs as well as for supporting healthy hair growth and preventing hair loss.  

Saw palmetto has no known drug interactions, and reported side effects are minor and rare.5,12,19,20 However, some health care 
practitioners have noted that high doses of saw palmetto may lead to a loss of libido in both men and women.21 Life Extension 
suggests a daily dose of 160 mg of saw palmetto for women and 160-320 mg for men. 

References

1. Wilt TJ, Ishani A, Rutks I, MacDonald R. Phytotherapy for benign prostatic hyperplasia. Public Health Nutr. 2000 Dec;3
(4A):459-72. 

2. Habib FK, Ross M, Ho CK, Lyons V, Chapman K. Serenoa repens (Permixon) inhibits the 5alpha-reductase activity of human 
prostate cancer cell lines without interfering with PSA expression. Int J Cancer. 2005 Mar 20;114(2):190-4. 

3. Hill B, Kyprianou N. Effect of permixon on human prostate cell growth: lack of apoptotic action. Prostate. 2004 Sep 15;61
(1):73-80. 

4. Marks LS, Hess DL, Dorey FJ, et al. Tissue effects of saw palmetto and finasteride: use of biopsy cores for in situ 
quantification of prostatic androgens. Urology. 2001 May;57(5):999-1005. 

5. Gerber GS. Saw palmetto for the treatment of men with lower urinary tract symptoms. J Urol. 2000 May;163(5):1408-12. 

6. Dreikorn K, Schonhofer PS. Status of phytotherapeutic drugs in treatment of benign prostatic hyperplasia. Urologe A. 1995 
Mar;34(2):119-29. 

7. Prager N, Bickett K, French N, Marcovici G. A randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled trial to determine the effectiveness 
of botanically derived inhibitors of 5-alpha-reductase in the treatment of androgenetic alopecia. J Altern Complement Med. 2002 
Apr;8(2):143-52. 

8. Gong EM, Gerber GS. Saw palmetto and benign prostatic hyperplasia. Am J Chin Med. 2004;32(3):331-8. 

9. Comhaire F, Mahmoud A. Preventing diseases of the prostate in the elderly using hormones and nutriceuticals. Aging Male. 
2004 Jun;7(2):155-69. 

10. Pytel YA, Vinarov A, Lopatkin N, et al. Long-term clinical and biologic effects of the lipidosterolic extract of Serenoa repens in 
patients with symptomatic benign prostatic hyperplasia. Adv Ther. 2002 Nov;19(6):297-306. 

11. Gerber GS, Kuznetsov D, Johnson BC, Burstein JD. Randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled trial of saw palmetto in 
men with lower urinary tract symptoms. Urology. 2001 Dec;58(6):960-4. 

12. Gordon AE, Shaughnessy AF. Saw palmetto for prostate disorders. Am Fam Physician. 2003 Mar 15;67(6):1281-3. 

13. Plourde PV, Reiter EO, Jou HC, et al. Safety and efficacy of anastrozole for the treatment of pubertal gynecomastia: a 
randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled trial. J Clin Endocrinol Metab. 2004 Sep;89(9):4428-33. 

14. Sodi R, Fikri R, Diver M, Ranganath L, Vora J. Testosterone replacement-induced hyperprolactinaemia: case report and 
review of the literature. Ann Clin Biochem. 2005 Mar;42(Pt 2):153-9. 

15. Om AS, Chung KW. Dietary zinc deficiency alters 5 alpha-reduction and aromatization of testosterone and androgen and 
estrogen receptors in rat liver. J Nutr. 1996 Apr;126(4):842-8. 

16. Olszewska M, Rudnicka L. Effective treatment of female androgenic alopecia with dutasteride. J Drugs Dermatol. 2005 Sep-
Oct;4(5):637-40. 



  

17. Kaufman KD, Dawber RP. Finasteride, a type 2 5alpha-reductase inhibitor, in the treatment of men with androgenetic 
alopecia. Expert Opin Investig Drugs. 1999 Apr;8(4):403-15. 

18. Carson CC. Combination of phosphodiesterase-5 inhibitors and alpha-blockers in patients with benign prostatic hyperplasia: 
treatments of lower urinary tract symptoms, erectile dysfunction, or both? BJU Int. 2006 Apr;97 Suppl 2:39-43. 

19. Schilcher H. Is there a rational therapy for symptomatic treatment of benign prostatic hyperplasia with phytogenic drugs? 
Illustrated with the example of the prostate agent from Serenoa repens (Sabal fructus). Wien Med Wochenschr. 1999;149(8-
10):236-40. 

20. Dull P, Reagan RW, Jr., Bahnson RR. Managing benign prostatic hyperplasia. Am Fam Physician. 2002 Jul 1;66(1):77-84. 

21. Dvorkin L, Song KY. Herbs for benign prostatic hyperplasia. Ann Pharmacother. 2002 Sep;36(9):1443-52. 

All Contents Copyright © 1995-2009 Life Extension Foundation All rights reserved. 

These statements have not been evaluated by the FDA. These products are not intended to diagnose, treat, cure or prevent any 
disease. The information provided on this site is for informational purposes only and is not intended as a substitute for advice from 
your physician or other health care professional or any information contained on or in any product label or packaging. You should 
not use the information on this site for diagnosis or treatment of any health problem or for prescription of any medication or other 
treatment. You should consult with a healthcare professional before starting any diet, exercise or supplementation program, before 
taking any medication, or if you have or suspect you might have a health problem. You should not stop taking any medication 
without first consulting your physician.  


