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CONtiNUiNg pROfEssiONaL DEVELOpMENt
CHARMS & HARMS

summary Message

There is no robust evidence that saw palmetto fruit extract is effective in the 
treatment of benign prostatic hyperplasia. Evidence indicates that it is a safe 
product (at current doses) but with questionable efficacy. As with all herbal 
medicines, saw palmetto products differ in their pharmaceutical quality, and 
the implications of this should be considered. 

Herbal medicines are a popular health care choice, but few have been tested to contemporary 
standards. CHARMS & HARMS summarises the evidence for the potential benefits and possible 
harms of well-known herbal medicines.

saw palmetto 
Serenoa repens
Also known as Serenoa serrulata, Sabal serrulata and the dwarf palm
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pREpaRatiONs: Extracts of the fruit are used 
in medicinal preparations. Clinical trials have as-
sessed the effects of lipophilic extracts (contain-
ing lipids and sterols) of saw palmetto usually 
at a dosage of 160mg twice daily for four to 48 
weeks. 

aCtiVE CONstitUENts: Contains fatty 
acids, sterols, including beta-sitosterol, as well 
as polysaccharides, flavonoids and other minor 
constituents. The precise constituents responsible 
for activity are unclear, although the lipid and 
sterol constituents appear to be important. Activi-
ties demonstrated in preclinical studies include 
inhibition of 5-alpha reductase activity, antian-
drogenic and anti-inflammatory effects.

As with other herbal medicines, the profile of 
constituents in saw palmetto raw material and 
preparations will vary qualitatively and quanti-
tatively depending on several factors, including 
conditions under which the plant material was 
grown and methods of preparation. 

MaiN UsEs: Most notable contemporary use is 
for treatment of symptoms of benign prostatic 
hyperplasia (BPH). Saw palmetto is used by some 
women for the treatment of acne. 

EViDENCE fOR EffiCaCy: A recent Cochrane 
review, which included 21 randomised placebo-
controlled trials lasting between four and six 
weeks and involving over 5000 participants, 
concluded that saw palmetto is no more effective 
than placebo for the treatment of urinary symp-
toms consistent with benign prostatic hyper-
plasia. The review updated a previous Cochrane 
review that had involved mostly poorer quality 

studies and which concluded that saw palmetto 
fruit extract had benefits over placebo in BPH. 

The effects of saw palmetto fruit extract in acne 
have not been adequately assessed. 

aDVERsE EffECts: Data from randomised 
controlled trials and post-marketing surveillance 
studies indicate that saw palmetto is well toler-
ated. Typically, adverse events are mild gastroin-
testinal symptoms. 

DRUg iNtERaCtiONs: There are no estab-
lished drug interactions for saw palmetto fruit 
extract, although there is limited evidence from 
a small number of case reports of increased INR 
values in patients who had been taking herbal 
medicines containing saw palmetto fruit extract. 
The activity of most cytochrome P450 drug me-
tabolizing enzymes appears to be unaffected by 
saw palmetto fruit extract. 
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