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A number of writers refer to a class of herbs which
d eliv er p rog esterog enic activ ity  in the bod y . H erbs
p laced  in this categ ory  often includ e Dio s c o r e a  v illo s a
( W ild  Y am) . T his association of W ild  Y am with
p rog esterog enic effects has arisen for a number of
reasons, in p articular the fact that p rog esterone can
be sy nthesiz ed  from the steroid al sap onin d ioscin
( ag ly cone:d iosg enin)  which occurs in W ild  Y am. T he
p urp ose of this article is to ex amine the ev id ence for
p rog esterog enic effects from p lants and  thereby  arriv e
at a realistic ap p raisal of the v alue, if any , of this
concep t for mod ern p hy totherap eutic p ractice.

In ord er for a p lant to hav e p rog esterog enic effects, it
must d o one or more of the following :

• C ontain p rog esterone

• C ontain one or more p hy tochemicals which 
mimic the effect of p rog esterone at the 
p rog esterone recep tor

• C ontain one or more p hy tochemicals which 
p rov id e chemical p recursors for p rog esterone 
which stimulate ad d itional p rog esterone 
biosy nthesis

• Ind irectly  stimulate the bod y ’s normal p rod uction 
of p rog esterone.

1 Pla n t s  a s  S o u r c e s  o f  Pr o g e s t e r o n e

P lants d o sy nthesiz e minute q uantities of some
mammalian steroid  hormones, includ ing
p rog esterone.1 H owev er, the lev els of these hormones
are too low to cause sig nificant hormonal effects after
normal oral d oses of these p lants. In ad d ition, no
stud ies ex ist which d emonstrate that the lev els of
these hormones are sig nificantly  hig her in p lants
attributed  with oestrog enic or p rog esterog enic
activ ity . H ence, any  p rog esterog enic activ ity  of p lants
d ue to their content of p rog esterone can be
d iscounted  as insig nificant.

2 Pla n t s  a n d  t h e  
Pr o g e s t e r o n e  R e c e p t o r

I t is now wid ely  ack nowled g ed  that many
p hy tochemicals are cap able of mimick ing  oestrog en
and  interacting  with the oestrog en recep tor.1 S o
common is this observ ation that the sp ecial term

“ p hy toestrog en” has been coined  to d escribe these
comp ound s ( see M o d e r n  P h y to th e r a p is t, V ol 1 N o 2 ) .

H owev er, there are no stud ies which d emonstrate
sig nificant bind ing  of p hy tochemicals to the
p rog esterone recep tor. I t can be conclud ed  that the
p rog esterone recep tor is hig hly  selectiv e, and  while
sig nificant p rog esterog enic comp ound s may  ex ist in
p lants, they  are y et to be d iscov ered . I t should  also be
k ep t in mind  that many  p lants contain
p oly saccharid es and  tannins which can interact non-
sp ecifically  with many  recep tors. S uch find ing s d o not
hav e clinical sig nificance since, after oral d osag e, these
comp ound s are not sufficiently  bioav ailable or mobile
in the bod y  to reach the p rog esterone recep tors. G ood
techniq ue in recep tor assay  screening  inv olv es the
p rior remov al of such non- sp ecific comp ound s.

3 Ph y t o c h e m i c a l s  a s  Pr e c u r s o r s  
f o r  Pr o g e s t e r o n e

I t has been claimed  in some circles that the bod y  can
manufacture steroid  hormones from p recursors in
some p lants. In p articular, d iosg enin from W ild  Y am
is said  to act as a p recursor for both D H E A and
p rog esterone, thereby  stimulating  their p rod uction in
the human bod y . F ig ure 1 shows the normal
biosy nthetic p athway  for the manufacture of
p rog esterone. It is clear from this d iag ram that the
bod y  manufactures p rog esterone and  other steroid
hormones from cholesterol. In other word s, the
normal p recursor of p rog esterone is cholesterol.
H owev er, no- one is sug g esting  that an increased
intak e of cholesterol will increase the bod y ’s
biosy nthesis of p rog esterone. R eg ulatory  factors other
than the sup p ly  of the p recursor d etermine how
much p rog esterone is mad e, if any . B y  the same log ic,
an increased  intak e of d iosg enin will not lead  to
increased  lev els of p rog esterone.

B ut there is an ev en g reater p roblem for the abov e
arg ument. In F ig ure 2  the chemical structure of
p rog esterone is comp ared  to that of d iosg enin. It is
clear from this fig ure that there are many  sig nificant
d ifferences between the two molecules. In fact, in
liv ing  org anisms it would  be much more d ifficult to
manufacture p rog esterone from d iosg enin than from
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cholesterol, and no mammalian enzymes exist 
which can effect this conversion (it can be done in 
a laboratory or factory using harsh chemical
reagents). There is no study published in a peer
review journal to support the contention that the
body can make, or is stimulated to make,
progesterone after diosgenin intake.

4 Plants w hich Stimulate 
E ndogenous Progesterone

Plants which stimulate endogenous progesterone can
only do so in the premenopausal woman. This is
because the ovaries cease to function after menopause
and natural progesterone production is halted. A
number of herbs are said to stimulate the body’s
production of progesterone. However, at a clinical
level, this has only been proven for two plants.

The commonly accepted understanding of the mode
of action of Vitex  ag nu s castu s is that it stimulates
progesterone production by the corpus luteum
through stimulating luteinizing hormone (L H) from
the pituitary gland. However, recent pharmacological
and clinical studies are forcing a reappraisal of this
theory. While it has been clinically established that
Vitex increases L H and progesterone, it may only do
this significantly in women who have deficient luteal
phases due to latent or frank hyperprolactinaemia2 or
other causes. Hence, the observed activity of Vitex
might be more as a consequence of its dopaminergic
activity.3 Further studies are required to clarify this
issue, however the evidence is there that Vitex
increases endogenous progesterone production under
some circumstances.

In a double blind, randomized, placebo-controlled
trial, it was shown that daily intake of 10  g of L inseed
(L inu m  u sitatissim u m ) caused a mild non-significant
increase in progesterone production in healthy
premenopausal women.4 What was larger and
statistically significant was the relative shift in the
luteal phase oestrogen/progesterone ratio towards
progesterone. This is a favourable finding since many
female disorders, including breast cancer, may arise
from oestrogen over-exposure in the premenopausal
decades. The length of the luteal phase was also
significantly increased by an average of 1.2 days.
L inseed contains phytoestrogens, and it is likely that
other plants containing phytoestrogens will act in a
similar way.

The  W i l d  Y a m  D e b a t e

The theories of Dr John L ee advocate the use of
natural progesterone supplementation in
postmenopausal women.5 In this context, natural only
means that the progesterone in the administered
preparation, which is usually a cream, has the same
chemical form as progesterone in the body. While this
approach may have clinical merit, the semantics are
highly misleading. There is nothing natural about
giving progesterone to a postmenopausal woman.
This is a time when normal progesterone production
has ceased. Therefore progesterone supplementation
is basically a form of hormone replacement therapy.

For reasons lost in obscurity, the use of Wild Yam,
particularly in creams, has somehow become
confused with natural progesterone creams. While a
Wild Yam cream may be clinically effective in the
control of menopausal symptoms (most herbalists
prefer to give oral doses of Wild Yam for this
condition), the reasons are probably other than a
putative progesterogenic activity. In fact, the opposite
is probably true. Wild Yam benefits menopausal
symptoms because of its subtle oestrogenic effects.

Rather than discuss in detail the probable mode of
action of Wild Yam or diosgenin during menopause,
the proof for any progesterogenic activity will be
examined. There is little here to go on. Animal studies
of diosgenin have shown that while it has oestrogenic
activity, it lacks progesterogenic activity.6 When
women were administered Wild Yam cream or tablets,
saliva analysis found that their progesterone levels
were no different from untreated women.7 Also, Wild
Yam products were found to be inactive in a
progesterone receptor assay.7 Convincing evidence
published in a peer review journal for the
progesterogenic effect of Wild Yam in
postmenopausal women is therefore yet to 
be provided.
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Con c lu s ion s

Plants exhibit significant progesterogenic activity only
by stimulating luteal phase progesterone in the
premenopausal woman. Despite the rhetoric and the
controversy, there is no solid evidence for any other
kind of progesterogenic activity from plants.

Fig ure 1 : Path w ay of prog esterone synth esis.
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Fig ure 2 : C h em ical structures of d iosg enin 

and  prog esterone.


