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           Superfoods Fact Sheet 
Prunes  
(Prunus Domestica) 

 

Parts used:  Dried fruit 

Prunes are actually the dried version of European plums, and are increasingly being called dried plums.  They are 

a good way to reap the benefit of plums all year round, and are renowned for helping to promote healthy bowel 

function! 

Historic and Traditional Uses 

The process of drying plums to make them into prunes is thought to have started thousands of years ago in the 

area of the Caspian Sea.  As different cultures migrated and spread around the world, they carried both the plum 

trees and the drying process with them. 

Certainly plums and prunes were known to the Ancient Egyptians and Sumerians as evidenced by findings in 

tombs and a clay tablet from 2150 BC which describes a poultice made from a concoction of ingredients which 

includes prunes. 

It was in the 12th century that Crusaders brought damson trees over to Europe from Syria, and monks in the 

Abbey of Clairac in south-west France crossed them with local plum trees to produce a plum that would keep all 

year round when dried. 

The leading producer is now California.  Plum trees were only planted there in 1856 by a Louis Pellier who grafted 

plum tree cuttings brought over from France.  He had initially travelled to California in search of gold, but 

returned to his former occupation of nurseryman when this failed and travelled back to France to bring over 

stock. 

In 1892 the production of prunes had arrived in Australia and over the last century both prune consumption and 

production has grown throughout the world. 

In traditional Chinese medicine prunes are cooling to the system and are used therapeutically to treat digestive 

problems, stomach flu, allergies and parasites.  In addition to their laxative use other traditional uses include 

soaking prunes overnight in a glass of water and giving 

the resulting juice to the patient for hypertension, 

jaundice and hepatitis.  
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Health Benefits 

 

Digestive Health 

Prunes are known for their laxative effect and have been used as a digestive remedy for many years.   They work 

in three ways.  They contain good levels of fibre, as well as an alcohol sugar called sorbitol that helps to loosen 

the stool, and also contain a natural laxative compound called diphenyl isatin.  This combination makes them very 

effective!1 

In addition to improving transit time the insoluble fibre in prunes also provide food for ‘friendly bacteria’ in the 

gut.  As they ferment this fibre they produce a short-chain fatty acid called butyric acid which acts as fuel for the 

cells of the colon, and helps to keep it healthy.   In addition to this, two other short chain fatty acids are produced 

– propionic and acetic acid – which are fuel for liver cells and muscles.  

Skeletal Health 

Studies conducted on both animals and humans point to prunes being effective at both preventing and reversing 

osteoporosis and osteopenia.  A study conducted at Florida State University with post-menopausal women who 

are most at risk from this 

showed improved bone 

markers after only 3 months 

of taking 100 gm of prunes 

daily. 

Cancer 

There are indications that 

prunes could be helpful for 

reducing the risk of both 

colon and breast cancer – 

particularly post-menopausal 

breast cancer.  The more fruit 

fibre consumed the better the 

results – and prunes are high 

in fibre.  51,823 women took 

part in the study on breast 

cancer over an average of 8.3 years and showed a 34% reduction in risk.  What is more, in the sub-group of 

women who had taken HRT the risk reduction was a huge 50%!2 

The US Government states @a diet high in fibre can also reduce your risk of bowel cancer’, and he World Cancer 

Research Fund has stated that foods containing dietary fibre probably reduce the risk of bowel cancer3.   

Heart Health 

With their high antioxidant content prunes have been shown to be protective of the heart and cardiovascular 

system.   It is thought the propionic acid may be partly responsible for their cholesterol-lowering ability.  This 

inhibits the production of the HMG-CoA reductase enzyme which aids in the production of cholesterol.   

                                                      
1
 Stacewicz-Sapuntzakis M, Bowen PE, Hussain EA et al.  Chemical composition and potential health effects of prunes:  a 

functional food? Crit Rev Food Sci Nutr 2001 May: 41(4):251-86 
2
 Int J Cancer. 2008 Jan 15; 122(2):403-12 

3
 World Cancer Research Fund.  Food, Nutrition, Physical activity and the Prevention of Cancer: a Global Perspective.  

Washington DC: AICR 2007 
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In addition, the levels of soluble fibre in prunes 

also work to lower cholesterol by binding bile acids 

and ensuring they are removed from the body. 

Furthermore, a study of almost 10,000 Americans 

over 19 years clearly showed that the more fibre in 

the diet daily the lower the risk of coronary heart 

disease (12%) and cardiovascular disease (11%). 

Prunes rate as a high fibre food and beneficial for 

the purposes of this study.4 

Other Benefits 

Prunes are considered to be beneficial for weight loss due both to their low glycaemic score and also their high 

fibre content – this gives the feeling of satiety, helping to prevent overeating. 

Skin health is benefitted by Vitamin A and prunes are rich in this vitamin which acts as an antioxidant.  This will 

also help both vision and the immune system. 

A pilot study carried out by Dr Wu of the University of Illinois-Chicago on the effects of prune consumption on 

dental plaque pH suggests that eating prunes does not increase the risk of dental caries, although further  

 

Nutritional Value 
Prunes are highly nutritious.  Not only do they have good levels of essential nutrients but they also contain unique 

phytonutrients called neochlorogenic and chlorogenic acid, both hydroxycinnamic acids which as classified as 

phenolic compounds, and they function as antioxidants.   They are particularly useful against the superoxide 

anion radical which can cause damage to cells and tissues in the body.   

In addition to this they also contain anthocyanins and flavonoid pigments which add to their antioxidant 

effectiveness such as lutein and zeaxanthin. 

Prunes also contain good levels of fibre, and have been used as ‘folk medicine’ in this respect to help prevent 

constipation.  Despite being a dried fruit and therefore high in simple sugars, they have a low glycaemic rating 

due to these levels of fibre.  One prune give around 1 gm of fibre. 

They have an ORAC score of 5770 per 100 gms 

In addition, every 100 grams contains: 

 Calcium   72mg  

 Iron   3.52 mg 

  Magnesium  64 mg 

  Phosphorus  112 mg 

  Potassium   1058 mg 

  Sodium   5 mg 

  Zinc   0.75 mg 

  Copper   0.611 mg 

  Manganese  0.312 mg 

                                                      
4
 Bazzano LA, He J, Ogden LG, Loria CM, Whelton PK.  Dietary fibre intake and reduced risk of coronary heart disease in US 

men and women: the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey I Epidemiologic Follow-up Study.  Arch Itern Med 
2003 Sep 8; 163(16): 1897 - 904 
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 Vitamin A  1762  iu 

 B1   0.118 mg 

 B2   0.165 mg 

 B3   2.995 mg 

  Pantothenic Acid 0.418 mg 

  B6   0.745 mg 

  Folate   2 µg 

  Vitamin K  59.5 µg 
 

Source:  USDA National Nutrient Database 

  

 


