
 

 

Botanical Name: Serenoa repens / Sabal 

serrulatum 

 

Family: Palmae / Arecaceae 

 

Common names: American dwarf palm tree, 
Cabbage palm, Sabal, Sabal serrulate, Old man’s 

friend 
 

 
The Latin name for saw palmetto is Serenoa 
repens, a plant widely used in men’s health, 
particularly for prostate conditions and the 
urinary symptoms which often accompany 
them. 
 
A member of the Palmae / Arecaceae (palm) family it is native to the Atlantic Coast in the Southeastern region of 
North America, from South Carolina to Florida, and in Southern California. 
 
It is the most common palm in the United States. A hardy perennial, usually growing as a shrub up to 2 – 7 feet 
tall in scrublands but can also flourish as a tree up to 25feet tall in upland habitats. The species name repens is 
Latin for creeping, due to its usually creeping horizontally growing branched stems. 
 
The palmate leaves divide into lance-shaped linear-lanceolate leaflets, and a many-branched inflorescence with 
white flowers. The petiole (the part where the leaf and stem join) is edged with spiny teeth sharp enough to cut 
through persons coming into contact with it, which is where the common name Saw Palmetto derives from, 
literally meaning ‘small saw-like palm’. 
 
The fruit is irregularly spherical and oblong in shape, growing to 16-25mm long and containing a single large 
hard brown seed. The ripe fruit is a deep brown-red-purple colour, and usually harvested between August – 
October.  This ripe fruit (berry) is the part used medicinally, usually taken as a tincture, although a Hexanic 
Extract (HE) of the liposterolic compounds is also often given as a treatment for prostate conditions. A decoction 
can also be made with the dried berries. 
 

• Volatile Oil (19) 

• Fixed Oil (19) 

• Phytosterols (mainly beta-sitosterol) (14) 

• Flavonoids (14,20) 

• Polysaccharides (14,20,21) 

• Lipid Content: 
• Free Fatty Acids (lauric, myristic and oleic acids) (14,19,20) 



 

• Fatty Acid Esters (21) 
• Triglycerides, diglycerides and monoglycerides (14,20,21) 
• Phytosterols (mainly beta-sitosterol) (14,20) 
• Fatty alcohols (20) 
• Sterols (21) 

 

Saw palmetto has been used by Native Americans as a diuretic (to increase urinary output), for prostate 
problems, and as a general tonic. 
 
Observations recorded by early US settlers and botanists noted that animals partial to eating the berries of saw 
palmetto were prone to become fat and sleek, and so perhaps it would also be beneficial for humans. 
Indigenous inhabitants of southern North America were using the plant medicinally long before European 
contact, making a water infusion for stomach aches and dysentery. 
 
Other reported traditional uses included for respiratory inflammation, especially when accompanied by chronic 
catarrh. To reduce irritation and inflammation in genitourinary conditions, particularly with cystitis. 
 
Saw palmetto has a long history of being used in prostatic hypertrophy (benign prostatic hyperplasia / BPH), with 
entries testifying to this use being found in many pharmacopoeias and the National Formulary during the early to 
mid-1900’s. It was rather aptly described as ‘old man’s friend’, as a remedy for prostatic irritation, attributed to 
relaxation of the tissue, which is accurately in-line with modern uses for BPH as an anti-inflammatory and 
spasmolytic (reducing spasms in the tissues). 
 
Saw palmetto has also been used traditionally for atrophy of the sexual tissues, including the breast, ovaries and 
testes, and as an aphrodisiac. 
 

 
Western Herbal Medicine actions: 
 

• Anti-inflammatory 

• Male tonic 

• Endocrine agent 

• Spasmolytic 

• Anti-prostatic 

• Possibly anti-androgenic 
 
Ayurvedic actions: 
 

• Tonic 

• Nutritive 

• Rejuvenative 

• Aphrodisiac 
• Expectorant 



 

 
Endocrine: Saw palmetto is effective in 
reducing androgen activity, which can be 
helpful in conditions where there is an 
imbalance in androgen levels as testosterone 
declines, and its stronger counterpart DHT is 
more prevalent, which can cause health issues 
that contribute to hair-loss and prostate 
overgrowth. In these cases, saw palmetto can 
be part of the treatment give to address the 
imbalance of androgens. 
 
Reproductive: The prostate gland is involved 
in the production and ejaculation of the fluid 
which combines with sperm and is ejaculated during intercourse. The prostate gland becomes enlarged in a high 
proportion of men after the age of 40, which can present with urinary symptoms. Saw palmetto is a key herb in 
helping to manage BPH cases which present with symptoms such as urinary disturbances, for its antispasmodic 
action which helps to relieve muscle spasms of the prostate which may one factor contributing to these urinary 
symptoms. 
 
With its affinity for the reproductive system saw palmetto is also helpful in cases of reproductive inflammation, 
such as the testicles (orchitis), fallopian tubes (salpingitis), and pelvic inflammatory disease (PID). However, 
many of these conditions can be due to underlying bacterial infections which may be the result of sexually 
transmitted infections (STI’s), and it would always important to seek the appropriate diagnostic testing to check 
for these conditions, and if diagnosed the relevant treatment, alongside herbal support for managing the 
symptoms of inflammation, since if left untreated many STI’s can lead to infertility. It is also illegal not to direct 
someone to STI treatment.  
 
Respiratory (traditional uses): Traditionally saw palmetto has been given in cases of respiratory inflammation. 
 
Urinary: Saw palmetto is a fantastic herb in helping to reduce inflammation in the urinary tract, and as such is 
wonderful in helping to manage the urinary symptoms associated with BPH and in easing inflammation in 
chronic prostatitis (inflammation of the prostate gland).  It is also helpful in the treatment of cystitis. 
 

 

Literature reviews found that a Hexanic Extract (HE) (a liposterolic extract) of Serenoa repens was effective at 
improving urinary symptoms, increasing urinary flow rate, and reducing prostate volume in men with BPH. It has 
also been found in real world studies to be effective as a 5α-reductase inhibitor and subsequently improving 
lower urinary tract symptoms (LUTS), and quality of life. European guidelines recommend HE Serenoa repens 
as a treatment option for men with LUTS who prefer to avoid side-effects linked with other medications. (15) 
 
Another real-world non-interventional study of men with moderate to severe LUTS with BPH compared the 
change in symptoms, quality of life, and treatment tolerability in 353 men receiving tamsulosin (0.4mg / day of a 
medication used to treat BPH), and 384 men receiving HE of Serenoa repens (320mg / day) as monotherapy.  
The data was for a 6-month period and found improvements in quality of life and symptoms were scored almost 



 

equivalent in both groups. TAM patients 
reported significantly more adverse 
effects than HE patient (such as 
ejaculation dysfunction), showing that 
HESr is a valid treatment option for men 
with moderate to severe LUTS / BPH. 
(16) 
 
A double-blind, randomized, placebo-
controlled trial was carried out to 
evaluate the efficacy and safety of 
Serenoa repens extract (SRE) for the 
treatment of chronic prostatitis/chronic 
pelvic pain syndrome (CP/CPPS). 
Between 2017 – 2018 a total of 221 
patients were randomly assigned to 
receive SRE or placebo for a period of 
12 weeks. The National Institutes of 
Health-Chronic Prostatitis Symptom Index (NIH-CPSI) was used as the primary efficacy endpoint, and results 
showed that compared to the placebo, SRE led to statistically significant improvements in the NIH-CPSI total 
score and sub-scores, which were established after 2 weeks from the first dose, and continued to the end of the 
treatment. These results are suggestive that SRE was effective, safe, and clinically superior to placebo for the 
treatment of CP/CPPS. (17) 
 
A study of 120 patients with mild to moderate LUTS induced by BPH who were treated over a 24-month period 
with a daily dose of 320 mg capsule of ethanolic extract of Serenoa repens, showed significant improvements in 
International Prostate Symptom Score (5.5 points), quality of life (QoL; 1.8 points), Q(max) (5.6 ml/s), and 
International Index of Erectile Function during the study period.  These results suggest that long-term treatment 
with 320g of ethanolic extract of Serenoa repens is efficient in reducing urinary obstruction, improving 
symptomatology and QoL of BPH patients. It also had a positive effect on sexual function. (18) 
 
These studies support the use of both HE extract and ethanolic extracts of saw palmetto as a treatment for BPH, 
LUTS, CP/CPPS. 
 

 
Adulteration of saw palmetto has been more prevalent in recent years,7 perhaps due to environmental factors 
affecting the harvest of the berries. 
 
Adulterants include substitution with berries from other species of the palm family, production of the extract with 
unripe berries, and addition of or complete substitution with less expensive commercially-available food-based 
plant oils in a saw palmetto extract. (7,8,9,10,11,12) 
 
It is therefore important to buy from a reputable supplier with a traceable supply line so that the origin of the 
berries can be verified, and who carry out quality control testing if possible. 
 



 

The most frequently reported adverse events in clinical trials with Serenoa repens have been minor 
gastrointestinal problems (e.g. nausea and abdominal pain). (13) 
 
Caution with saw palmetto if taking warfarin. (14) 
 

 
20 – 60ml / week (1:2 liquid) 
2.2 – 3.2g / day (capsule) 
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