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                                          Nutrition Fact Sheet 
Phyto-Oestrogenic Foods 

 

 
There are many plants that produce chemicals which mimic or interact with hormone signals – at least 
300 plants from 16 different plant families have so far been identifiedi.  These phytochemicals are the 
cause of ongoing studies which show clearly there are numerous benefits we can gain from them. 
 
The phyto-oestrogens are the most studied of these, and mimic the effects of oestrogen in the body, 
having the ability to lock on to the oestrogen receptor sites on cell membranes.  They are, however, 
substantially weaker than the more potent forms of oestrogen produced by the body (and the synthetic 
forms in drugs such as the Pill and HRTii), and as such have a variety of health benefits that they can 
offer. 
 
Oestrogen dominance is an increasing health problem as many women – and men – suffer from the 
consequences of exposure to high levels of oestrogens found in plastics, pesticides, meat from hormone 
fed cattle and drug residues in tap water. High oestrogen levels have been shown to not only cause 
symptoms such as endometriosis, weight gain, cyclical migraines, poor sleep patterns, poor blood sugar 
control, loss of libido but also to increase the risk of soft tissue cancers such as breast, prostate and 
uterine cancer. 
 
The benefit of phyto-oestrogenic foods where levels of oestrogen are high is that they block the 
hormone receptor sites with their very weak from of oestrogen, and prevent the more potent and more 
dangerous forms of oestrogen from accessing our cells.  So they have a protective effect. 
 
If the issue is lack of oestrogen on the other hand, as many women have once they are into the 
menopause, the oestrogenic effect they exert, albeit weak, is beneficial to the menopausal body. 
 
So you win, both ways round.  Excellent! 
 
So what are these foods.  Let’s take a look at them: 
 
Vegetables    Fruits 
Fenugreek    Apples 
Alfalfa     Pomegranates 
Carrots     Papaya 
Yams     Bananas 
Green and yellow vegetables  Figs 
Fennel     Plums 
Broccoli    Cherries 
Cabbage    Citrus fruit 
Brussels Sprouts 
Celery 
Garlic 
Rhubarb 
Red onions 
Green beans 
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Grains     Beans and Seeds 
Oats     Soyabeans and soy products* 
Barley     Linseeds (flax) and linseed oil 
Rice and rice bran   Sesame seeds 
Wheat germ    Legumes such as lentils, mung beans, chickpeas, aduki beans,    
Couscous    kidney beans, peas, haricot beans, broad beans 
Bulgar Wheat    Pumpkin seeds 
     Poppy seeds 
     Caraway seeds 
     Sunflower seeds 
 
Other     Herbs and Spices 
Raw, unpasteurized honey  Cinnamon 
Coffee     Ginseng 
Kudzu     Liquorice root 
Hops     Mint 
Beer     Anise 
Bourbon    Red clover 
     Sage 
     Parsley 
 
 
*  A word of warning around soy and soy products.  Whilst soya beans are a good source of the phyto-
oestrogenic compounds called isoflavones there is also a body of research that points to the fact that 
high quantities of unfermented soy in the diet can have a detrimental impact on both gut function and 
also thyroid function.  If you have any issues around thyroid function avoid soya in all its forms.  You may 
also be one of the individuals whose gut isn’t happy with soya – if you find yourself struggling to 
maintain healthy gut function, leave out the soya and see if this makes a difference.  Also, you may be 
unaware that most soya and soya products are genetically modified, and there is a body of research 
building up to show that GM foods detrimentally impact gut function. 
 
Soy and infertility – whilst the jury is still out there is also enough evidence to suggest that high levels of 
soy and other plant oestrogens in someone trying to get pregnant may have an adverse effect on 
fertility.  Therefore it is best to avoid these foods if you are trying to get pregnant. 
 
 
 
Types of Phyto-Oestrogen 
 
Phyto-oestrogens can be broken down into several different classes: 
 
Isoflavones – found in legumes such as soya, lentils etc.  There are four types – genistein, daidzein, 
biochanin A and formononetin. 
Lignans – these are found in most cereal grains and vegetables 
Coumestans – these are found mainly in mung beans and alfalfa 
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