What is lutein?
Lutein is a yellow carotenoid pigment produced by plants, and found in macula, the small, central area covering the retina. Lutein is believed to protect the eye and optic nerves, as a filter and as an anti-oxidant. Lutein belongs to xanthophylls, a subgroup in the carotene family of plant secondary metabolism products, which consist of over 600 phytochemicals derived from C5 isoprene, known as the carotenoid pigments. These pigments give yellow, green or orange coloration to vegetables and fruits and they are precursors for Vitamin A. Lutein is naturally found in egg yolk, and several plants including some flowers, red peppers, collard greens, kale, leeks, peas, romain lettuce, mustard and spinach.
In the eye, lutein is the primary carotenoid present in the central area of the retina, called macula. Lutein is thought to act as a filter to protect the light-sensitive photoreceptor cells (cone cells) in macula from potentially damaging forms of light and light-originated free radical damages. Dietary lutein is considered an essential micronutrient for normal vision. Lutein supplementation may be beneficial for the management of age-related macular degeneration, the leading cause of blindness in older people. Studies show that people who eat more lutein-containing foods appear to be less likely to develop macular degeneration. Lutein supplements absorb better when taken with meals. Lutein is safe. Thus far, no lutein toxicity or side effect has been found.

Numerous studies show that what one eats can have a significant effect on health of the macula. Unfortunately, once a person has macular degeneration, a healthy diet is not enough to deter the progression of this disease. The levels of nutrients found in foods and in typical multivitamins are not sufficient to significantly impact the progression of the disease.
A recent study suggested that anti-oxidants, especially the carotenoids lutein and zeaxanthin may enhance lung function as well. Another study performed by Harvard University indicates that lutein might prevent UV-induced skin cancer.
