
Proanthocyanidins
Subjects: Biochemistry & Molecular Biology

Contributor: Omar Kujan

PAs’ function as antioxidant, anti-inflammatory drugs, signal pathway regulators remain critical in many diseases.
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1. Introduction

Dietary flavonoids have been reported to possess substantial anticarcinogenic and health care activities because of their

antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties. Proanthocyanidins (PAs) are considered as the key ingredient, and are

abundantly available in various parts of plants, such as the fruits, barks and plant seeds. Their modes of action were

evaluated through a number of studies which showed their potential role as therapeutics of cancer, cardiovascular

diseases and lipid metabolic disorder, etc.

2. Structure

Flavonoids consist of 15 carbon atoms, forming structures with two aromatic rings connected by a three-carbon bridge.

Dietary flavonoids can be divided into six major groups (Table 1): flavonols, flavones, flavan-3-ols, anthocyanidins,

flavanones, and isoflavones . The components of PAs are the monomers (+)-catechins (CC) and the isomer (−)-

epicatechins (EC) in flavan-3-ols. The (+)-catechins and (−)-epicatechins connect with each other or themselves via

oxidative coupling between the C4 of the heterocyclic ring and the C8 of the adjacent aromatic ring, which form

proanthocyanidins B1–B4. When the C4 is connected to the C6, they form B5–B8. Type-A PAs differ in an ether bond

created between the C2 from (−)-epicatechins and the C7 from the former or (+)-catechins . Researchers  classify PAs

according to the degree of polymerization (DP). Depending on the number of subunits of flavan-3-ols from 1 to 4, PAs are

divided into four classes: monomers, dimers, trimers, and tetramers. PAs with DP > 4 are classified as oligomers, and DP

> 10 are polymers .

Table 1. The basic structure of flavonoid, its main subclasses, and the majority of proanthocyanidins (PAs).
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3. Isolation and Metabolism of PAs

PAs are found in nearly half of dietary fruits and plants, with high concentrations in the skin of fruits and leaves, even in

grape seeds . The methods and efficiency of PA isolation have improved with the optimization of methods and the

progress of instruments. Nonetheless, the preparation procedures of proanthocyanidins from different parts of various

plants or fruits are dissimilar, but predominantly contain three steps: pre-treatment, extraction, and purification . Pre-

treatment involves grinding fruits and plants rich in PAs into a powder first. According to the conventional extraction

methods, the ground powder is then extracted by organic solvents with acetone/water (70:30, v/v) as the optimal solvent

in recent years and concentrated to remove the solvent . However, long extraction time and excessive

consumption of organic solvents limit the efficiency improvement and popularization of these techniques, simultaneously

with low reproducibility. Various advanced methods, such as ultrasound-assisted extraction (UAE), enzymatic extraction,

ultra-high-pressure-assisted extraction, have also been reported for proanthocyanidin extraction . So far, no

uniform standard has been established. Based on the distinct solubility in eluent or adsorption capacity of resin, thin-layer

chromatography (TLC) and Sephadex LH-20 column are currently applied to elute the crude extract into fractions rich in

PAs . Zhang et al. demonstrated that using high-speed counter-current chromatography (HSCCC) alone, or

combined with semipreparative High Performance Liquid Chromatography (HPLC) could obtain PAs in different DP levels

with high purity . Next, the composition, structure and DP of each fraction could be analyzed by matrix-assisted laser

desorption/ionization-time of flight mass spectrometry (MALDI-TOFMS), and even 13C-nuclear magnetic resonance ( C-

NMR) analysis .

The DP of PAs determines their bioavailability and subseq uent pharmacology prominently. Under oral administration, the

carbon bonds connecting monomers are broken due to the low pH value of gastric juice, leading to PA degradation . An

in vitro colonic carcinoma (caco-2) cell study demonstrated that CC, dimers and trimers could be absorbed through the

intestinal epithelium . Therefore, monomers and oligomers are preferentially absorbed by enterocytes for

glucuronidation in the small intestine, but unabsorbed PAs with DP > 4 are fermented by colonic microbiota . A study

in mice has revealed that these proanthocyanidins with a high degree of polymerization could affect the activity of

digestive enzymes and the absorption of other nutrients, suggesting that in addition to the large molecular weight and

excessive OH groups, this might be another reason why polymeric proanthocyanidins were difficult to absorb . Deeper

metabolites sulfurated and methylated in liver by phase II enzymes then reach the target tissues for pharmacological

action and are ultimately excreted through the urinary system and digestive system . It has been reported that

monomers, dimers, and their metabolites, such as catechin-glucuronides, epicatechin-glucuronides, methyl-catechin-

glucuronides and methyl-epicatechin-glucuronides were detected in the serum of rats treating with grape seed

proanthocyanidin extracts (GSPE) . In a randomized cross-over study in humans, after ingesting a single dose of EC

and PA B1 of 1 mg per kg body weight, respectively, the maximum plasma concentration of EC and its metabolites ranged

from 89~190 ng/mL, while the maximum levels of PA B1 and its metabolites was 2.0 ng/mL . This wide range of

metabolites in blood subsequently reached the target organs and precisely exerted pharmacological effects. Furthermore,

the distribution of PA metabolites could be observed in rats that ingested the hazelnut skin extract (5 g per kg body

weight) whose essential component was 6.3 ± 0.54 μmol·g  CC, 2.4 ± 0.13 μmol·g  EC, 15 ± 1.3 μmol·g  PA dimers

and 4.9 ± 0.32 μmol·g  PA trimers . It revealed that lung, kidney, thymus, testicle and spleen were the places with a

high concentration of the phase II metabolites of PAs, but not dimers and trimers. As for excretion, Zhang et al. showed

that 58–78% PAs were excreted via urine and faeces, which indicated a potential low bioavailability in prototype drugs .

Nonetheless, supported by molecule modification technology or packaged with nanoparticles, PAs should immensely fulfil

pharmacological effects.

4. Biological Properties of PAs

Well-known multifunctional substances in biological science, PAs, from low molecular weight to the high one, give

significant advantages for our health . Studies on PAs have been widely carried out and achieved remarkable results

based on cell and animal models. However, few clinical trials have been conducted, which limits its application as a diet-

therapeutic ingredient or as a clinical candidate. Estimated data from the United States Department of Agriculture

(USDA)’s Continuing Survey of Food Intake by Individuals (CSFII) show that the mean daily intake of PAs in 1994–1996

was 53.6 mg/person/day excluding monomers and 57.7 mg/person/day including monomers, which is inadequate for its

health benefits . Clinical trials of PAs are still insufficient to provide substantial evidence for the recommendation of

diet therapy using PAs. Such clinical trials were often based on the use of various forms of food, like complex food intake

adhering to dietary guidelines, fruits, GSPE or even extracts from French Maritime Pine bark (FMPB), which were then

either hard to evaluate the effectiveness or not commercially available, in order to provide a strong demonstration for the

benefits of PAs as a diet-therapeutic ingredient . Under these clinical trials, PAs themselves were

insufficiently proved by undergoing such process for their biological properties. It might be caused by the low absorption of
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PAs individually and the dose used in the trial (only 130 mg) . The complex form of oligomeric PAs is necessary for the

following reasons: (1) As the main ingredient in such complexes like GSPE, PAs are about 39–90%, which is sufficient to

have biological properties . (2) Other ingredients have supplementary effects. For example, (−)-

epicatechin and soy phospholipids are used to improve the pressure-regulating effect and enhance bioavailability,

respectively . The selection of the type of PA mixture still needs to be considered as PAs of different origins have

different compositions . So far plant or fruit extracts rich in a variety of oligomeric PAs, are the primary interventions in

vitro and in vivo studies, and the purity of the PAs is up to 90%, which ensures the effectiveness of studies and the

verification of pharmacological effects. Research of individual PAs is also emerging gradually, which facilitates an

extended cognition and accurately defines the real active substances targeting the mechanisms of specific diseases. Up

to now, however, only 4 of 40 completed human clinical trials on PAs or GSPE focused on individual PAs, leaving an

essential gap in this field (www.clinicaltrials.gov). Thus, GSPE and leucoselect phytosome (LP) might be better candidates

for PA employment as they are commonly used in different experiments, can be orally taken, and have a mature product

such as Gravinol . They are both standardized GSPE complexes (dimer B-3 and trimer C-2) that can be easily

absorbed .

One of its pharmacological effects, antioxidant activity, is significant in preventing cardiovascular diseases or metabolic

syndromes . Another systematic effect is mainly about glycometabolism and lipid metabolism, respectively. Previously,

some researchers found that proanthocyanidin extracts can protect β cells in the pancreas by dealing with oxidative

stress, enhancing the sensitivity and secretion of insulin, or even affecting some enzyme activities in the metabolic

process  For the past decade, clinical trials based on PA usage were mainly for the cardiovascular and lipid

metabolic effect. A randomized, double-blind placebo-controlled clinical trial for eight weeks with 70 patients using grape

seed extract (GSE) 200 mg or placebo were conducted to indicate that GSE increases paraoxonase (PON) activity mostly

through increasing HDL-C and apo-AI levels in moderate hyperlipidemia (MMH) patients . Another randomized, double-

blinded study using additional PA-containing supplement, Aterofisiol, based on acetylsalicylic acid 100 mg for 25 days

could ameliorate the amount of cholesterol and lipid in atherosclerosis plaque . An epidemiology study in 2020 also

stated that, by consuming two apples a day (about 200 mg PAs per day), PAs could lower correlated lipid index including

serum cholesterol, LDL oxidation, raise HDL cholesterol, and restrict further processes happening in atherosclerosis by

activation of endothelial nitric oxide synthase, prevention of platelet aggregation, and blockage of inflammatory responses

. These trials come up with the strength of PAs as beneficial in both prophylactic and clinical medicine. However, a

phase II, placebo-controlled, randomized trial involving early breast cancer patients demonstrated that consuming GSPE

(300 mg per day) for six months did not ameliorate the tissue hardness due to radiotherapy . On the other hand, trials

within lung cancer by using LP could reduce cancer index serum miR-19a, -19b, and -106b and an average of 55%

bronchial Ki-67 in heavy active, former smokers. Phase I lung cancer chemoprevention trial with LP was shown to be

succeeded by Mao, J. T. et al. . Conflicting results from different clinical trials might be due to the different distribution

of PAs in different organs and the concentration of metabolites in target tissues did not meet the pharmacological effect

requirement. PAs proved their potential usage in cancers, cardiovascular diseases, endocrine diseases, osteoarticular

diseases, urinary diseases and even mental disorders. Further usage in other systems still being explored

. In this review, we principally describe the health benefits of PAs in fatal diseases such as cancers, cardiovascular

diseases, and lipid metabolism disorders based on in vitro and in vivo studies.
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