
DHEA is a relatively new molecule. It is a hormonal steroid that naturally occurs in the body. It is mainly produced in the adrenal glands and also in the brain. It has been legally available as a supplement since 1994 and was first able to be synthesized in a lab a little more than twenty years ago. Because of this, concrete, factual, universally accepted data is hard to come by.

DHEA’s level of popularity today is surprising due to how little it is actually understood. It is a precursor to the sex hormones, for both male and female hormones, androgens and estrogens, respectively. A general hierarchy for hormone production would look like this:
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Pregnenolone is metabolized from cholesterol and DHEA is metabolized from pregnenolone. Androgens and estrogens are produced in multiple ways, and one of the main ways that they are produced is through DHEA. All other uses for DHEA are speculative. For every study that claims that DHEA does something, another study will contradict it. Additionally, because there have not been thousands of studies done on large percentages of the population, it is hard to credit studies that may be legitimate, but were either not repeated, involved too small a number of people, or were not done long enough. Examples would be studies only done once, a study that was done with only 6 people, and a study that was only carried on for a few weeks.

One explanation was given for why DHEA studies may be inconsistent and why DHEA may not be the quick fix that many “experts” make it out to be. This is because the effects of DHEA, if any, are seen in the long term. Taking it as a supplement for a few weeks or even a few months may not yield any noticeable results, but the claim is that it will after being used for years.

DHEA may help to slow the aging process. To understand how DHEA does this, what the actual process of aging is must be established. It is known concretely known exactly what it is that makes us age. There are, however, many ideas and many changes observed in the body as we grow older.

Organisms of the body are constantly being damaged and repaired. As the body gets older, its ability to repair itself diminishes. This eventually causes the body to get to the point where repair mechanisms cannot keep up with the organism destruction, and then we die. 

Additionally, levels of many hormones that were once prominent in youth decrease later in life. An elderly person at age 70’s DHEA level is only 20% of what it was during the peak age for DHEA levels, around 25. Melatonin levels also dramatically drop. This leads to the theory that supplements of these now less prominent hormones will help to slow aging.


Simply having these hormones, however, is not what affects aging. The point of interest is just what these molecules do. DHEA has positive traits of its own, and it also is converted into other hormones which do different things themselves. On its own, DHEA is an electron rich molecule. This means that it is very effective at eliminating free radicals. 


When a molecule splits from a bond, it usually has the right amount of electrons in its outer shell so that it is stable. Free radicals are formed when bonds split simply because they are week. A free radical is a molecule that is missing an electron, and thus very unstable. It tries to get this electron from the first molecule that it comes into contact with. The problem is that instead of sharing the electron, it steals it. This converts the “victim” molecule to another free radical, thus starting a long chain reaction of molecule destruction.

The free radical that starts the chain reaction in our body can enter it in many ways. Cigarette smoke is a common source of free radicals, in addition to all the other terrible chemicals that it introduces into the body. Possibly the worst source of free radicals is radiation. Enough radiation can kill or seriously debilitate someone on only one exposure.
Free radicals are not always a bad thing. During the process of metabolism, the body naturally creates some free radicals. Due to their superior destructive power, the body may use free radicals to help eliminate disease and bacteria. Despite these positive applications, free radicals are still something to be avoided and a threat to be eliminated.
An antioxidant works by donating the missing electron to a free radical, thereby stabilizing it. The antioxidant does not become a free radical itself, because it is electron rich and is stable with or without the electron that it just donated. Antioxidants go through the body eliminating free radicals at a pace fast enough to keep them under control. DHEA is a powerful antioxidant because it is rich in electrons.

Another example of an occurrence in the body that can be called aging is collagen glycation. Collagen in the body consists of 3 double helixes. When these helixes are flexible, our tendons can move freely and painlessly. When they become straight and stuck together, it is harder to move and much more painful. 

This glycation is caused by a number of different molecules. When a molecule bonds with collagen at one boding site, this is OK because the bond is reversible. When on molecule bonds with collagen on two sites, the reaction is irreversible, and this is what causes inflexibility in collagen.

Glucose is most commonly associated with collagen glycation. Another molecule carbonyl, CO-1. When carbonyl bonds with a protein, it is called carbonylation. Aldehydes also cause collagen glycation. Acetaldehyde is one that may be common in a person’s body, as it is produced when the body metabolizes alcohol. Collagen glycation is an important aspect of aging. One source claims that DHEA helps to dispose of collagen, which would be advantageous in preventing collagen glycation. The study was referring to this in regards to fat loss, but not collagen glycation.
