
PATIENT & CAREGIVER EDUCATION

Saw Palmetto
This information describes the common uses of Saw Palmetto, how it works,
and its possible side effects.

Tell your healthcare providers about any dietary supplements you’re
taking, such as herbs, vitamins, minerals, and natural or home remedies.
This will help them manage your care and keep you safe.

What is it?
Saw palmetto was shown in some studies to help relieve the symptoms of
benign prostatic hypertrophy (BPH), but it has not been shown to prevent or
treat prostate cancer.

Studies in the laboratory show that saw palmetto works by countering effects
of male sex hormones such as testosterone and DHT. It appears to reduce levels
of these hormones in body tissues like the prostate. Other studies have noted
that saw palmetto reduces the conversion of testosterone to DHT, its more
potent form. Saw palmetto berry extracts also reduce inflammation and
swelling by preventing the formation of compounds that cause these reactions.

In a laboratory study, a saw palmetto extract was found to slow the growth of
normal prostate cells and increase their sensitivity to radiation, while not
affecting prostate cancer cells. Since this may increase the risk of
complications, patients should consult with a physician before using saw
palmetto supplements during radiation therapy.
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What are the potential uses and benefits?
To treat benign prostatic hypertrophy (BPH)
Several clinical trials and meta-analyses have shown that saw palmetto
improves urinary tract symptoms associated with BPH.
To treat prostate cancer
Saw palmetto shows anti-inflammatory and anti-androgen properties in
laboratory studies and reduces the levels of DHT in the prostate in clinical
trials. However, it is not an effective treatment for prostate cancer.
To promote urination
A few studies have shown benefits of saw palmetto.
As an anti-inflammatory
Various studies suggest anti-inflammatory effects.

What are the side effects?
Common: Gastrointestinal upset, diarrhea, fatigue, headache, decreased libido
and rhinitis
Most effects are reported as mild and similar to effects with placebo.

Case reports

Potentially fatal blood accumulation around the heart: In a 76-year-old man
taking a blood thinner for irregular heart rhythm who had also been taking
saw palmetto. Although this condition appeared related to the use of his
medication, saw palmetto may have contributed to this drug’s increased
activity.
Severe bleeding during surgery
Blood in the urine and impaired blood clotting
Severe inflammation of the pancreas
Severe liver damage
Hot flashes and first menstrual cycle: Two cases in children who were treated
with saw palmetto for hair disorders.
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What else do I need to know?
Do Not Take if:

You are taking warfarin or other blood thinners : Saw palmetto may increase
the risk of bruising and bleeding.
You are taking antiplatelets such as clopidogrel: Saw palmetto may increase
the effects of these drugs.
You are taking nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs): Saw
palmetto may increase the side effects of these drugs.

If you have questions or concerns, contact your healthcare provider. A
member of your care team will answer Monday through Friday from 9 a.m.
to 5 p.m. Outside those hours, you can leave a message or talk with
another MSK provider. There is always a doctor or nurse on call. If you’re
not sure how to reach your healthcare provider, call 212-639-2000.

For more resources, visit www.mskcc.org/pe to search our virtual library.
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