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Psyllium seeds, perhaps less well-known than psyllium hulls (husks), have traditionally
been used as a bulk laxative for constipation and inflammatory bowel diseases. In fact, the
German Commission E has approved psyllium seeds for the treatment of chronic
constipation, irritable bowel syndrome, and health problems in which softened stools are
desired (i.e. anal fissures, hemorrhoids, rectal surgery, etc.). The World Health
Organization (WHO) also recommends psyllium seeds for restoring and maintaining bowel
regularity; for temporary constipation resulting from illness or pregnancy; and, for
constipation caused by diverticulitis or duodenal ulcers. It is important to note that
constipation can have numerous causes for which psyllium seeds may or may not be
effective. For example, a study was conducted in which 149 patients with chronic
constipation were given psyllium seeds daily for at least 6 weeks. Results showed that
while only 20% of those with constipation resulting from slow gastrointestinal transit time
responded to the psyllium seed treatment, 85% of those with no identifiable cause
improved or became symptom-free. An additional 37% of patients with various defecation
disorders, including internal prolapse, also demonstrated improvement.1-7
Psyllium seeds are a source of both soluble and insoluble fiber. Psyllium seeds actually provide a greater amount of
fermentable soluble fiber than psyllium hulls. The fermentation of soluble fiber in psyllium seeds by anaerobic bacteria
in the large intestine produces short-chain fatty acids (SCFAs), which appear to play a key role in the maintenance of
colonic health. Several studies indicate that inflammatory bowel diseases such as Crohn’s disease and ulcerative
colitis are associated with impaired SCFA production. One such SCFA, butyric acid, has demonstrated anti-cancer
activity against colorectal cancer and may be beneficial for the treatment of ulcerative colitis. Research has shown
that daily intake of psyllium seeds increases butyric acid production. Furthermore, daily supplementation with psyllium
seeds was shown to be comparable in its effects to standard drug therapy for maintaining remission in patients with
ulcerative colitis.2,5,8-12
Psyllium seeds have also been shown to help lower cholesterol levels. Studies have found that daily supplementation
with psyllium seeds can lower total cholesterol and LDL cholesterol levels in patients with mild hypercholesterolemia.
The cholesterol-lowering effects of psyllium seeds are due, at least in part, to the presence of phytosterols, including
beta-sitosterol and stigmasterol. Numerous clinical studies have confirmed that phytosterols can reduce serum
cholesterol levels in hypercholesterolemic patients, as well as in those with normal cholesterol levels. Phytosterols
lower serum cholesterol by inhibiting the intestinal absorption of cholesterol, thus leading to lower serum LDL
cholesterol levels and a reduced risk of developing cardiovascular disease.1,3,4,13-18
Furthermore, psyllium seeds may help lower blood glucose levels by delaying the intestinal absorption of sugar and
reducing serum insulin levels after eating. It is interesting to note that psyllium seeds naturally contain chromium, a
trace mineral. Chromium has been shown to reduce glucose levels and improve insulin sensitivity in insulin-resistant
patients with type 2 diabetes, especially when patients exhibit elevated fasting glucose levels.3,5,19
Psyllium seeds are a natural source of B-vitamins and vitamin C, omega-6 and omega-9 essential fatty acids, and
several minerals, including chromium, magnesium, manganese, potassium, selenium, silicon and zinc.3,14
Psyllium seeds are not recommended for individuals with a known allergy to psyllium preparations or in stenosis
(abnormal narrowing) of the esophagus or the gastrointestinal tract.2,3
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