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Chapter 5

PHYTOESTROGENS AS BIOACTIVE COMPOUNDS
WITH BENEFICIAL EFFECTS FOR HUMAN HEALTH

Ana Cristina Ferrio Silva' and Raguel P. F. Guiné'?

'Reesearch Centre CI&DETS, Polytechnic Institute of Viseu,
Campus Politécnico, Repeses, Viseu, Portugal
*Research Centre CITAR, University of Tris-os-Montes,
Vila Real, Portugal

ABSTRACT

Phyvioestrogens, also called estrogens, are bioactive compounds onginal from plants.
They arc similar in structure and functionality to the estrogenic hormones in animals. It
has been documented that these compounds have several effects on the human body,
namely in terms of carbohydrate, protein, hpid and mineral metabolism. Some of the
most known effects of these substances are related 1o their roles in the women’s
reproductive system.

The dietary phytoestrogens are present in vegetable sources, like some herbs, grains
or fruits, Their strecture is similar to that of estradiol, which can act in the body both as
estrogenic or antiestrogenic. They are classified into the following categorics: i)
isoflavones, which are cssentially present in legume heans, and particularly soy beans and
sov products; 1) lignans, which are part of foods nch in dictary fibre, like cereal brans,
beans, legumes or oilseeds; 1) coumestans, found in varous beans such as split peas,
pinte beans or lima beans, amd also in alfalfa and clover sprouts; iv) mycoesirogens,
which are produced by molds.

Phytoesirogens can be used as human health enhancers, and have many documented
beneficial effects on the human body. They are reported to diminish the incidence of
some types of cancer, as well as to minimize menopausal svmptoms and prevent
osteoporosis, Alse some bencfits have been associated with the ingestion of these
hioactive compounds and protection against cardiovascular discases,

Hence, this chapter aims at reviewing the scientific literature about the structure of
PEs, as well as their natural sources and health effects.
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