phytoestrogens

Hormone hype?

Supplements and foods
containing phytoestrogens,
it is claimed, can help
orevent heart disease,
breast & prostate cancer,
and relieve the symptoms
of the menopause. But do
such products live up to
the claims, and more
worryingly could they pose
a risk to health? Sue Dibb
Investigates the hormone

hype.

hytoestrogens are the latast fashion in the
P world of functional food ingredients. Opena

ragazine, wak inta a haalth food store and
even Lie sapenmarkel o browse the web ard it won't
take lcng  find & product or a comgany extoliing the
health-promcting properties of phvioestrogans.

Phytoestrogens are substances found in plants
that can mimic, ard sometimes lock, e hormaone
nestrogen. Thare are several different tyoes. The
most cammonly found in supplements and in
phytcestregen-iich foods are iso’lavones suzh as
genistzin & daidzein (soyais a rch source| and licnans
(found n lnseed, also known as flaxseed).

Epiceminngical stidies showy e inc dence of
certain diszases — cardiovascuar discase,
osteoperosis and breast cancer, Tor eXample — 1S
lower in Asian countnes and that the diets of these
popu ations zre richer n phyloestiogens compared 10
tradiional westam diets. This association is often
given as the tenucus basis for pramoting the health
bengfits of phytestrogens and phytoest-ogen-rich
foods siuch as say  However, tracitional diets in
countries such as Japan are diferent from wiestern
diets inmany 1espects, nal just “tewr phytnastrgen
levels. And centrary o western perceptions, foods
made from sova wpicglly mekes up unly 2 sniell pait
of suzh diets. Furhermore there may be sicnificant
genetic, as well as social, economic and cultural
differences betwaen populations and sncieTies that
can also influence the davelopment of diet-related
disoases.

Mawy researchers are now tnving to understend
more fully the relationship between ohytoostrogens
and disease risk. The picture that is emeging is &
confused one. While there is some evidance of health
benetts, this 13 nct clear cut ard tis becoring clear
that some of these berefiis may have been

overstated. Furthermare there 1s
emerging evidence trat
high levels of consunrption
of pytoestrogens could
pcse nsks for some
CONSUIMETS.

MEnopause.
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For example, phylcestiogens and phyoestmgean-
nch foods such as sova are often promoted as being
piotective against some cancers, such as kbreast
cancer. The Prava ph cersal bar, which cantains nath
soya and flaxsezd, 1s one example of a product that 1s
heing promnfed in many ~nintrirs on s basis. But
the science to beck up this claim is currently far from
conclusive. A racent r2yew' concludes that the
scientific evidence is only modestly supperiive' for the
clzim that pytoestrogens are protectve against
bieast cancer. Andota research® suggest tial high
isoflavene levels in postmenopaJsal wome might
actually incraase the risk of cancer, perticlarly breast
CANGET.

Yot it is ust this ace group that is oging targeted
by supplement manufacturers, and some ‘functional
feod manufacturers, p-omoting phytoesirogen-rich
products for the reliet ot menopausal symptoms.
However thare is little substantive evidenze to
support these clams, Anumber of studes have not
shown that phytoestrogens significamly elleviate hot
flushes® While women often report fewer symptoms
during trials typically <c do waormen taking a dummy
nll ar plarebn.

The prevalence of menopausal ho- flushes is
reported Lo be lower in Asia and particularly Japan

Phytoestrogens and the
heart

In'a decision that hes oroved cantroversia, ths
L1S:Fand & Drug Administration has appraved a
haalth elamithat eating 26g of soya oretein a
day, as pertofa dist low infat anc cholestercl
may reduce the risk of heart disease  The chim
was permitted last year.despite the lacg ¢f
understanding of tha ective-censtituents in soya
responsinla for the known cholestarol-lowering
eftect of soya. The leading soya producer that
applied for the health claim, Protein. .echnologies
International Ine, first-asserted that 11 was the
phytoestrogens in soya which were provided the
heart hea th benefits. This was charced 1o soya
protein waer the FDA was faced with evidence®

| that extracted phytoestragens (iscflevones| had
- no chalesterol-lowerirg effect. But as Andeson’ |

| peints out -~ 'a favourabls impact on
cardiovascular disease morbgity and rmortality by
a soybean-enriched westem-type diet temans ta
be shown.

Seme of the phytoestrogen-containing supplements now
heing sold, particularly to women going through the



phytoestrogens

Researchers say that thes association does not provide
a scientific basis for the ckam that phytoestrogens ae
important fior the: health and well-beng of
postmenopausal women' ~ though this has not
deterred companies from developmng and marketing
new products. Furthermore some researchers now
adwvise that women who may have suffered breast
canceds or ae at nsk of breast cancer should not take
such supplements — adwce that we beleve should be
clearly stated on products.

(Other evidence® emenging points to 2 suppressaon
of thyrosd funchon in high Soy consumers and those
using soffavone supplements. And new research
from Hawair* suggests a bnk between higher mid-life
tofu consumption with increased risk of Alzbeimer's
disease in [ater e,

That piwlogstrogens may pose nsks as well as
benefits has led researchers to wrge caution. Dan
Sheehan of the US Food & Drug Administration's
National Center for Toocologcal Research has
wamed: While soflavones may have benehcial
effects at some ages of circumstances, this cannot be
assumed to be frue at all ages. Isoflavones are like
other estrogens in that they are two-edged swords,
confesring both benefits and risks'.

In the LIK, the Committee on Toxicity's Working
Group on Phiytoestrogens s cumently considenng
these: resks and benefits and is due to report next year
The Food Standards Agency also has an on-going
research programme that is mvestigating some of
these risks and benefts. It is also conducting an
analysis of phytoestrogen-containng supplements to
quantify the type and levels of phytoestrogens they
contain and the clasms that are beng made for
products.

What level is safe?

In the light of inconclusive evidence to support
many of the claimed health benefits and increasing
evidence pointing to potential risks of hagh
phytoastrogen consumption, many researchers are
now urging caution about therr increased
consumption. The Food Commisston, too, is
concemad about the way in which products are
marketed, the lack of information provided about
levels of phytoestrogens in some products and kack
of wamings far groups for whom products may be
unsuitabile. Such concems have led one
researcher’ 1o write to the Lancet earlier this year
about the ‘potential dangers of an unregulated
distribution of poory studied products'

For infant feeding, the current govemment
adwce is that soyva infant formula is not
recommended, unless on the advice of a health
professional and for a diagnosed medical condition.

B 5Sue Dibb is a member of the CoT Working
Group on Phytoestrogens
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Government enquiry calls for
submissions

The Comrmittee on Toxicity of Chemicals,

Working Group on Phwtoestrogens is calling for

written submissions of relevant evidence. The

Working Group has been asked ‘to advise on the

health implications of dietary phytoestrogens

thraugh review of published scientific research

and the Food Standards Agency's Phyioestrogen

Hesearch Programme.'
The Working Group will address the following

key ponts:

® On the basis of current evidence, does
ingestion of soya-based infant formula pose
amy nisk for human infants:

® Are there health implications to other sub-
groups of the population from the ingestion of
thetary phytoestrogens.

@ To consider the evidence of beneficial effects
of dietary phytoestrogens;

® To make recommendations for further
research,

Submizzions should be sent to Ms Jennifer
Lamothe, Food Standards Agency, Po Box 30077,
Room 651C, Skipton House, 80 London Road,
London SE1 6XZ, tel 020 7972 1612

Redclover, from Novogen, is aimed at menopausal
and postmenopausal women. But in Australia
Novogen has been found guity of malking false
claims for the product, wheare it is sold under the
name Promensd, The claim made in
advertisements that the product’s effectiveness in
reducing menopausal symptoms

such as hot flushes, mght
sweats and-moad swings ‘had
ben proven in clinical trials
around the workd' was
successhlly challenged by
Professor Alastair MacLennan,
from the Liniversity of
Adelade and the editor-in-
chief of Chmactenc’, the jourmal of the
Intermational Menopause Society. Almast three
years after the product’s launch, there were still no
published peer-reviewed study showing Promensil
to be any better than a placebo in reducing hot
flushes. In finding Novogen guity of

the Therapeutic Goods Advertising Code, the
Austrakan advertising regulators concluded this
was 4 particilarly serious breach of the
standards’

Supplement company ‘misrepresented scientific evidence’

Questions are now being asked, not only about
the way in which Novogen ‘s ads may have misled
cansumers, but also how the company may have
misled the financial market. In November 1999
Novogen announced there was now
incontrovertible evidence' that Promensil was
ffective m managing symptoms of menopause'.

This and simdar statements
meade by the company have
been described as ‘scientifically
dishonest’ and ‘misleading’ by
Monash University's Professor
Henry Burger in an apinion
statement to the Australian Stock

misréprasenting scientific evidenice and in breach of.

Exchange.
Nowvogen also makes a
pirytoestrogen supplement called Trimovin that
claims to help men with prostate problems. This
hag also falen foul of the advertising reguiators.
Last year the New Zealand Advertising Standards
Complaints Board found Movogen breached their
tharapautics' code inits advertisament for Trnovin.
Thie Board considared that the claim Trinovin
improves the general health outlook for men over
50’ could not be substantiated.
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Promoted for the relief of menopatsal
symptoms; the ‘Sheila Shce' was first developed
n-Ausiralia. In the UK both Burgen Bread and
the newly launched Nutribread are
manlfactured to contain phytogstrogens from
sova and Iinseed. No clinical trials of the
products have bean conductad 1o establish
whether claims can be substantiated.. Although
both products contain phytoestrogens neither
states the levels containgd, nor how. much you
should eat;
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