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Beta-sitosterol is one more reason why your grandmother was right when she instructed you to "eat your fruits and vegetables." Beta-sitosterol, one of the main subcomponents of a group of plant sterols known as phytosterols, is a white, waxy substance. While beta-sitosterol has a chemical structure that is very similar to that of cholesterol, it is only manufactured by plants, not by mammals. In fact, beta-sitosterol is found in many plant oils we use on a daily basis, such as corn and soy oil. Unfortunately, the average American diet provides only 200 to 300 mg of beta-sitosterol per day—far less than the optimum levels required for health benefits, according to one authority.(1) Research into beta-sitosterol has shown beneficial effects against a wide variety of human ailments.
Controlling Cholesterol
For the last 30-plus years, beta-sitosterol has been known to safely reduce cholesterol levels. Beta-sitosterol’s close chemical resemblance to cholesterol allows it to be incorporated into mammal cellular membranes, thereby blocking the absorption of cholesterol by competitive inhibition. Though beta-sitosterol is not well-absorbed by the body (5-10%), when consumed with cholesterol it effectively blocks cholesterol’s absorption, resulting in lower serum cholesterol levels. Beta-sitosterol has also been shown to favorably influence lipoprotein (HDL, LDL) profiles.
Promoting Prostate Health
Dr. Ward Dean previously described a number of herbal preparations shown to help prevent and treat prostate problems like benign prostatic hyperplasia (BPH).(2) These herbs include saw palmetto extract, Pygeum africanum, and stinging nettle. Pumpkin seeds are also often used and are occasionally beneficial in BPH.(3)
In Europe, herbal preparations are often considered prescription drugs (Permixon-saw palmetto, Tadenan-Pygeum africanum, Azuprostat-beta-sitosterol). These plant sterols improve prostate symptom scores, improve quality of life, and reduce urine volume and residual urine levels. Incredibly, they exert these apparent benefits without reducing the size of the prostate! Beta-sitosterol—alone or as a constituent of one of the other herbs—is one of the major active constituents in these herbal preparations. Indicative of the high regard in which beta-sitosterol is held, one research team reported that "beta-sitosterol itself is an effective option in the treatment of BPH."(4)
Anti-Cancer Effects
A number of studies have indicated that beta-sitosterol may have powerful anti-cancer properties as well. Beta-sitosterol was found to reduce growth of human prostate(5) and colon cancer cells,(6) and displayed antitumor activity against lymphocytic leukemia.(7)
In this regard, it is widely accepted that diets high in vegetables and fruits result in lower incidences of cancer of all types. Diets high in soy have long been associated with anticancer benefits in many organ systems, and low cancer mortality rates. Beta-sitosterol appears to be one of the key compounds in soybeans that suppresses carcinogenosis.(8)
Boosts Immunity
Beta-sitosterol may give a boost to athletes involved in endurance sports. Marathon runners and endurance athletes often suffer from immune suppression and reduced inflammatory response during intense training periods and post event. Beta-sitosterol has been shown to prevent this breakdown in the immune system.(9) Beta-sitosterol was also noted to enhance lymphocyte proliferation and NK-cell activity.(10) This enhancement of the immune system should be of benefit to anyone wishing to boost their immune status, specially during times of physical stress or active disease process.
Normalizes Blood Sugar
Beta-sitosterol has been shown to normalize blood sugar and insulin levels in Type II diabetics. The mechanism for this effect is that beta-sitosterol-3-beta-D-glucoside stimulates the release of insulin in the presence of non-stimulatory glucose concentrations,(11) and inhibits glucose-6-phosphatase.(12) The significance of this is that in the liver, the enzyme glucose-6-phosphatase is the primary pathway for conversion of dietary carbohydrates to blood sugar. Glucose-6-phosphatase dephosphorylates glucose-6-phosphate to yield free D-glucose. Free D-glucose then passes into the blood, elevating blood sugar levels. Slowing the rise of blood glucose levels by down-regulation of glucose-6-phosphatase helps delay the age-related worsening of glucose tolerance and delay the onset of Type II (maturity onset) diabetes.
Other Benefits of Beta-sitosterol
An extensive review of the scientific literature cites studies showing beta-sitosterol’s anti-viral, anti-bacterial and anti-fungal actions, and ability to relieve inflammation, heal ulcers, and enhance uterine tone and alleviate cramps.(1) There is even a Japanese patent for beta-sitosterol as a treatment for baldness!
Conclusion
Research has shown that beta-sitosterol is an effective adjunct in the support of benign prostatic hypertrophy. For those already taking supplement formulas for BPH (ProstaCol, Pygeum africanum, Saw Palmetto Extract, Stinging Nettle, etc.), who may not experience the full range of positive results these herbal extracts have been proven to exhibit, the addition of beta-sitosterol should be considered.
Research also supports a role for beta-sitosterol as an agent to safely lower cholesterol and improve cardiovascular performance, and for the management of blood sugar levels. Additionally, beta-sitosterol has been shown to support immune enhancement for athletes and in instances where increased immune response is desired, such as in cancer and infectious diseases, including TB and HIV. Mason recommends 300 mg supplement per day, although there have been no reports of toxic effects at any dosage.
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