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                     Superfoods Fact Sheet  
                     Flaxseed  

                              (Linum Usitatissimum) 

 

Parts used:  Seed 

Almost every part of the flax plant is useful, with the seeds being found in small pods containing several brown or 

golden seeds each.  Also known as linseeds they are the richest source of the cancer-fighting phytochemicals 

called lignans., as well as being an excellent fibre and omega 3 source. 

 

Historic and Traditional Uses 

Flax as a plant has been of use to the human race for many thousands of years.  Cultivation of flax as a crop 

became common in Mediterranean countries  sometime between 4000 – 2000 BC, and there is even some 

evidence to suggest that cultivation went as far back as 10,000 BC.  Indeed dyed flax fibres have been found in a 

cave in modern-day Georgia which have been dated to 30,000 years ago. 

Flax has value as both a food and a domestic crop.  It provides a useful fibre which has been used for such diverse 

things as sails for ships, ropes, bowstrings, body armour and is the source of linen cloth, which is thought to date 

back to Ancient Egyptian times if not beyond. 

In the 8th century, King Charlemagne was such a believer in the health benefits to be gained from eating flaxseed 

that he passed laws that his subjects should eat them. 

The health benefits of flax have not passed unnoticed and the Ancient Romans, Greeks and Egyptians made use of 

flaxseeds anti-inflammatory properties and for aid with digestive issues.  Pliny the Elder, a Roman naturalist, lists 

thirty uses for flaxseeds.  Writings in China show that they have been used to aid eczema and dry skin conditions 

and Indian Ayurvedic practitioner use flaxseed for cardiac conditions, burns, swelling and eye health. 

 

Health Benefits 

Cardiovascular Disease 

Flaxseeds are high in both oleic acid and 

omega 3 fatty acids, both of which are 

known to be beneficial for cardiovascular 

health.  In addition, we know that 

antioxidant properties can take down 

inflammation and reduce oxidative stress, 

which leads to damaged arteries, and that 

good levels of fibre can help to improve 

cholesterol levels.  Add all these up and it 

can be seen that flaxseeds can contribute to 
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healthy cardiovascular function at a number of levels.1 

Cancer Benefits 

There is some evidence that flaxseeds can be of benefit in reducing risk for hormone-related cancers due to the 

effects of plant lignans, as well as colon cancer.  Three of the lignans found in flaxseeds  can be converted in ENL 

and END which directly affect hormonal balance and can therefore improve the  risks for hormone related cancers 

such as breast and prostate cancers.  The lignans have also been shown to help certain Phase II detoxification 

enzymes, so can help to prevent build-up of certain toxins in the body that may increase cancer risk.2 

Digestive Health 

Both the fibre content of flax seed and the mucilaginous compounds are beneficial to the digestive tract, helping 

to keep it hydrated, improve transit times and reduce the build-up of toxic wastes that can contribute to colon 

cancers.    

Post-Menopausal Benefits 

The lignans which are converted to ENL and END can be of benefit to women suffering from symptoms of the 

onset of the menopause, such as hot flushes.  One study in the Journal of the Society for Integrative Oncology 

suggests they can help decrease the incidence of hot flushes.  Some studies indeed show significant benefit, 

although it would appear that it depends upon each individuals unique symptoms, with some gaining great 

benefit, whilst others see very little.   Given how 

complicated hormonal balance is, the specific series of 

mechanisms that work to improve hormonal balance 

may only relate to certain types of imbalance.  Flaxseeds 

are however, known to have a phyto-oestrogenic effect 

and could therefore be of use to women with high 

oestrogen levels in blocking oestrogen receptors to 

stronger forms of oestrogen.3 

Blood Sugar Benefits 

Research is beginning to look at the how flaxseeds can 

benefit those with blood sugar issues, particularly insulin 

resistance, metabolic syndrome and diabetes.  The high 

fibre and antioxidant content, as well as the good levels of essential fatty acids all point to them being of real 

benefit to those suffering from these problems.  Indeed, according to a study published in Nutrition Research 

there is strong evidence to suggest that consuming flaxseeds daily improves glycaemic control in obese men and 

women.4 

Other Benefits 

Good fibre levels also contribute to satiety and can be beneficial in preventing overeating for those with weight 

issues.  Researchers at Perelman School of Medicine have also concluded that ‘dietary flaxseed….works as both a 

mitigator and protector against radiation pneumonopathy.’   In other words it can help to protect skin tissue 

against damage from radiation. 
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Nutrients: 
Flaxseeds are well known for being an excellent source of plant-based Omega 3 essential fatty acids – a 

tablespoon contains around 1.8 gms.  The primary omega 3 fatty acid found in flaxseeds is ALA or alpha-linolenic 

acid, which converts to EPA and DHA.  It is also rich in the monounsaturated fatty acid, oleic acid. Both of these 

are good for heart health. 

Flaxseeds also contain plant lignans, one of the major classes of phytochemicals with phyto-oestrogenic 

properties, including secoisolariciresinol, matairecinol and pinoresinol.  These can be converted by intestinal 

bacteria into enterolactone(ENL)  and enterodiol (END) which directly affects hormone balance.  Plant lignans are 

also considered to have antioxidant properties. 

Flax also contains mucilaginous compounds  like arabinoxylans and galactoxylans. 

With good levels of fibre, both soluble and insoluble, just 2 

tablespoons of flaxseeds will proved about a ¼ of daily needs.   

The seeds are also packed with important B vitamins, especially 

B1 and 3 as well as essential minerals such as magnesium, 

calcium, potassium, selenium, zinc  and manganese. 

In addition, every 100 grams contains: 

 Calcium  225 mg  

 Iron  5.73 mg 

  Magnesium 392 mg 

  Phosphorus 642 mg 

  Potassium 813 mg 

  Sodium  30 mg 

  Zinc  4.34 mg 

  Copper  1.22 mg 

  Manganese 2.482 mg 

  Selenium 25.4 µg 

 Vitamin C 0.6 mg 

 Vitamin A 3 iu 

 B1  1.644 mg 

 B2  0.161 mg 

 B3  3.080 mg 

  B6  0.473 mg 

  Pantothenic ac 0.985 mg 

  Folic acid 87 µg 

  Choline  78.7 mg 

  Betaine  3.1 mg 

  Vitamin K 4.3 µg 

  Fats mono 7.527 g 

  Fats poly 28.730 g 

*Source:  USDA Standard Nutrient Reference database 
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How To Use 

Flaxseeds are widely available and can be bought either ground or whole.  If you purchase whole 

flaxseeds, whilst very beneficial, by grinding them the benefits become more available to the body.  

Always store ground flaxseeds in an airtight jar in the fridge once opened. 

It is easy to incorporate flaxseeds into baked goods as an added source of nutrients, or as an egg 

replacer.  To replace eggs, for each egg simply mix one tablespoon of ground flaxseed with 3 

tablespoons of water and let it stand for a couple of minutes until it becomes gel-like, before using as 

you would an egg. 

Flaxseeds can also be sprouted and used this way – the sprouts release more of their protein and omega 

3 than the seeds do! 

 

 


