
 
 
  

Facts About DHEA 
  
What is DHEA? 
DHEA, or dehydroepiandrosterone, is a hormone in the human body.  Its 
function is not clear.  Scientists think its purpose is to make testosterone and 
estrogen.  Levels are highest between the ages of 20-30, and drop steadily 
with age.  DHEA is not new.  Scientists have studied DHEA and treatment of 
diseases like cancer, Alzheimers, Parkinsons, heart disease, lupus and 
obesity for decades.  
 
What is DHEA supposed to do for athletes? 
Supplemental DHEA might increase energy, increase muscle mass, decrease 
body fat, improve immune function, and promote faster recovery from physical 
stress in some people.  Research to support or disprove these claims has not 
yet been conducted on athletes.  Most research subjects to date have been 
sick or over the age of 50. 
 
What are the risks of using DHEA supplements? 
DHEA is banned by the International Olympic Committee, the U.S. Olympic 
Committee, the National Football League, and the National Collegiate Athletic 
Association.  Side effects of DHEA use can include oily skin, acne, extra 
growth of body hair, liver enlargement and aggressive behavior.  Women may 
notice masculinizing effects when taking DHEA.  The long-term effects are 
unknown, but studies suggest that DHEA use may increase the risk of liver 
cancer in both sexes, ovarian cancer in women, and prostate cancer in men. 
 
Can DHEA increase muscle mass? 
We don’t know for sure.  Only one study of five young men taking high doses 
of DHEA found that it decreased body fat and increased muscle mass.  
However, other studies in exercising non-athletes didn’t show positive results.  
More research is needed to determine whether DHEA increases muscle 
mass. 



Will DHEA give me more energy? 
Older adults have reported feeling more energy when taking DHEA.  
However, no research exists to show that young adults who have normal 
levels have more energy when taking DHEA. 
 
Are there any foods that contain DHEA? 
Although it is sold as a dietary supplement, DHEA is not a nutrient and is not 
found in food.  Mexican yam is sometimes said to contain a substance that is 
converted to DHEA.  However, DHEA can only be made in this manner in a 
laboratory, and consumption of yams will not increase DHEA levels in the 
body. 
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