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Bioactive Constituents of Kokum and its Potential Health Benefits

Abstract

The main focus of the review is to explore bioactive constituents of Kokum (Garcinia indica Choisy) and their health benefits. Kokum 
generally grown in tropical region and kokum has many bioactive compounds such as anthocyanin, Hydroxyl citric acid and Garcinol, 
those possesses several nutraceutical activities. Among the bioactive compound anthocyanin, this has a great potential as a natural 
colorant and having free radical scavenging activity. The hydroxyl citric acid (HCA) is major acid present in kokum, which is used 
as an anti-obesity ingredient in pharmaceutical preparations. Another bioactive compound garcinol which is a polyisoprenylated 
benzophenone derivative has antioxidant and chelating activity. This paper reviewed potential health benefits bioactive components 
present in kokum. 
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Introduction
Kokum (Garcinia indica Choisy) is one of the underexploited tree spices. It is mostly found in Konkan region of Maharashtra, Goa, Kar-

nataka, Kerala and Surat district of Gujarat on the West Coast of India, as well as it is found in some extent in the forests of Assam, Megha-
laya and West Bengal. In spite of it’s incredible medicinal and nutritive properties, kokum is not cultivated systematically on orchard of 
other fruit such as mango, cashew nut etc. It is mostly found as a kitchen garden plant or mixed crop in plantations of coconut, areca nut, 
as roadside plants or in forest [1-2].

The locally Kokum has different names such as, Kokum in Hindi, while bheranda, bhiranda, kokamba, kokambi, ratamba, ratambi, 
tambada amba in Marathi. In Tamil it is known as murgal, murgal-mara and in Malayalam it is known as kaattampi kokkam, in Kannada 
it is called murgina, punarpuli, devana huli. Tintali in Oriya and Kokum or bhirind in Gujarati and Konkani. In Sanskrit it is known with 
different names such as vrikshamia, amlabija, amlapura, amlashaka. In French, Italian and Spanish the name is spelt as cocum and in Por-
tuguese it is known as brindao or brindonna [2-4].
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The precise statistics regarding area production and productivity is not available as kokum is not planted in an organized manner. As 
per a baseline survey carried out in 2010, kokum is grown on about 1000 ha area in the Konkan region with production of about 4500 
MT fruits. According to the survey conducted earlier by Chief Conservator of Forest out of the total 46,600 Kokum trees in the state of 
Maharashtra; 43,000 trees existed in Ratnagiri and Sindhudurg Districts of Maharashtra state of India. It was also reported that in South 
Konkan region of Maharashtra produces, 1674 MT of dried Kokum rind, 757 MT of Kokum syrup and 40 MT of Kokum butter.

Kokum is a tropical evergreen tree, related to the mangos teens. A slender tree with sloping branches, it reaches heights of 15m (50 
ft). The thin bark is lined and the leaves 1/2 oblong. The fruit is round in shape, dark purple in colour and about 4 cm (1 in) in diameter 
with 5-8 seeds. The kokum fruits and its different parts are shown in figure 1.

Kokum fruit contains various bioactive compounds, those possesses antioxidant, anti-bacterial and antifungal properties. Scientific 
research documented its activity against several cancer cell lines, including breast cancer, liver cancer and leukaemia. In addition, kokum 
also exhibits antihistamine and anti-inflammatory properties. Traditionally, kokum has been utilized from many years as a medicine for 
diarrhoea treatment, skin infection and wounds healing. Some meditational activities of kokum are shown in table 1. Dried kokum fruit 
rinds are widely used in cooking as they impart a sweetish-tangy flavour to the food. The fruits contain citric acid, acetic acid, malic acid, 
ascorbic acid, hydroxyl citric acid and garcinol.

Figure 1: a) Kokum fruit, b) Kokum seed and c) Kokum rind (Amsul).

Pharmacological properties Phytochemicals References

Antibacterial Garcinol, isogarcinol and xanthochymol [20, 24-25, 35, 37-39]
Anticlastogenic effect Garcinol [28]
Antidiabetic activities Cyanidin 3-glucoside [40-41]
Antineoplastic and Chemopreventive 
effects 

Garcinol and isogarcinol, Cyanidin-
3-glucoside 

[22,28, 30-31, 36-37,42,48]

Antifungal activity 1. Aqueous extract possess antifungal 
action on Candida albicans and Penicil-
lium sp 
2. The chloroform extract from spent 
rinds inhibits the growth of and produc-
tion of aflatoxin by Aspergillus flavus

[37, 49]

Anti-glycation activities Garcinol [19]
Anti-obesity activity Hydroxycitric acid acid Cyanidin 3-glu-

coside
[18,50]

Antioxidant effects  Garcinol Cyanidin-3-glucoside [19,23,28, 47-48, 49,51] 
Cardioprotective effects Cyanidin-3-glucoside [52]
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In traditional medicine, kokum has a long history of uses in the Indian Ayurveda. The leaves and fruits are well known for their sour 
and astringent taste, thermogenic, constipating and digestive. The herbal preparations made from kokum rinds are used in the treatment 
of inflammatory ailments, for rheumatic pains and bowel complaints. The fruit is considered to be antihelmintic and cardiotonic [4]. The 
Kokum agal (Juice) and squash made out of the rind is used to cure various diseases such as piles, haemorrhoids, colic problems, ulcers, 
inflammations, treat sores, dermatitis, diarrhoea, dysentery, ear infection, etc. It is also used to facilitate digestion and to prevent over 
perspiration or hyper perspiration [4]. Kokum is a natural antacid and the preparation rind, yogurt and salt is supposed to relieve gastric 
ulcerations and burning sensation [4]. The Kokum butter is useful in dysentery, diarrhoea, phthisis pulmonalis and scorbutic diseases. 
Application of kokum butter on the skin is known to possess wound healing property and to be useful in ameliorating ulcerations, fis-
sures of the lips, hands, chapped skin and inflammatory sores [4].

The kokum rinds are commercially used to prepare concentrated syrups, which on appropriate dilution gives the ready to use cool 
health drinks especially during the off-season. The local community of Goa, also uses the rinds for prepare wine. Dried rinds are pow-
dered and marketed to be used as acidulant for traditional curries [5]. Kokum butter isolated from the seeds is in great demand in con-
fectionery, medicines and cosmetic industries. Kokum butter has fatty acid and triacylglycerol compositions, tolerance toward milk fat 
and solidification properties similar to those of cocoa butter [6]. 

These properties are considered ideal in confectionary industry and kokum is used as a replacement to cocoa butter in the prepa-
ration of chocolates [6]. Studies have also shown that kokum butter when used along with cocoa butter increases the heat-resistance 
property of cocoa butter and chocolate and is helpful in preventing the heat induced softening and loss of consistency of chocolates [6-7]. 
The kokum butter is also of use in the production of soaps and candle [5,8].

Kokum contains three major bioactive compounds namely anthocynin, hydroxycitric acid and garcinol and all of these possesses 
nutraceutical properties. All of these compounds are present in the rinds of Kokum. They play beneficial role in human health since they 
have anti-cancer and anti-obesity properties (table 1).

The two major anthocyanin pigments found in Kokum are characterized as cyanidin-3-glucoside and cyanidin-3-sambubioside. They 
have been identified by thin layer chromatography as well as HPLC, mass and NMR spectroscopy [5,9]. Anthocyanins constitute approxi-
mately 2.4% of the total fruit biomass. These pigments can scavenge free radicals and are water soluble. They can be extracted from the 
fruit rind by hydraulic press using 1% acidified water as a solvent [5]. The monomeric anthocyanins in Kokum can be measured using 
pH differential method [10].

Anthocyanins are group of important compounds which are part of flavonoids and responsible for red and purple colours in fruits. 
Chemically, anthocyanins are based on a C-15 skeleton with a chromane ring having a second aromatic B-ring in position 2 (C6-C3-C6). 

Gastroprotective effects Garcinol [19, 32-33]
Inhibition of carbonyl Content Garcinol [53]
Inhibitory effects on elastase and 
Hyaluronidase

Methanolic extract of kokum rind as well 
as the ethyl acetate and water fraction 
possess anti-hyaluronidase and anti-
elastase activities in vitro.

[54]

Inhibition of lipid peroxidation Garcinol [19,23,53]
Neuroprotection Garcinoland Cyanidin-3-glucoside [28, 55-56]

Ayurvedic and Industrial applications of kokum

Nutraceutical properties of Kokum

Anthocyanins

Table 1: Summary of reported nutraceutical activities of bioactive compounds of Kokum.
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This basic structure of anthocyanidin pigment is responsible for a number of different colour compounds produced by chemical 
combination with glycosides and acyl groups. The most common sugar groups occurring in nature are glucose, rhamnose, xylose, ga-
lactose, arabinose and fructose while common acyl groups are coumaric, caffeic, ferulic, p-hydroxy benzoic, synapic, malonic, acetic, 
succinic, malic, oxylic etc. Substitution of hydroxyl and methoxyl groups has influence on different shades of colours of anthocyanins. 
Increase in the number of hydroxyl groups gives more bluish shade while increase in methoxyl groups increases redness. Depending 
upon the number and position of hydroxyl and/or methoxyl groups there are total 17 anthocyanidins of which 6 are the most common 
ones, namely cyanidin, delphinidin, pelargonidin, malvidin, peonidin, petunidin. Cyanidins have hydroxyl groups attached at 3,5,7,3’ 
and 4’ position. It gives magenta and crimson shades [11]. Cyanidin-3-glucoside found in Kokum has hydroxyl groups attached at the 
corresponding positions and glycosidic linkage at position 3. 

The other major pigment cyanidin-3-sambubioside is similar in structure and has disaccharide sambubiose attached instead of 
glucose. 

Anthocyanins have been shown to possess strong antioxidant activity. Given their wide distribution in nature, daily intake of an-
thocyanins is 25 to 215 mg/person depending upon gender and age [11]. Anthocyanins prevent ascorbic acid oxidation, scavenge free 
radicals, show inhibitory effects against oxidative enzymes and reduce the risk of cancer and heart diseases [12]. The 3’ and 4’ –OH in 
B-ring determine radical scavenging capacity with a saturated 2,3- double bond. Different glycosylation and hydroxylation positions 
determine their 12 potentials as an antioxidant [13]. With increase in hydroxyl groups in B-ring, antioxidant activity increases when 
present as glucosides. Corresponding aglycones have weaker activities [14]. Azevedo., et al. [14] showed antioxidant properties of an-
thocyanins with DPPH, FRAP and oxygen consumption assays. They showed radical scavenging activity and reducing capacity increased 
with the number of hydroxyl groups present in B-ring. 3’ and 4’ –OH groups are important in preventing ascorbic acid oxidation by 
anthocyanins-metal chelation [15]. 

Anthocyanins also have effect on lipid peroxidation. They are better agents against lipid peroxidation than α-tocopherol. Anthocya-
nins also have scavenging properties against – OH and O2 -. Bioflavonoids such as leucoanthocyanidins, catechins, flavonols etc. along 
with anthocyanins such as cyanidin-3-glucoside have shown activity to improve permeability and strength of capillaries, to accelerate 
the ethanol metabolism and to reduce inflammations and eremitic reactions [11]. 

Usually one or more sugar molecules are attached to different hydroxylated positions of basic structure. Substituted glycosides of salts 
of phenyl-2- benzopyrilium (anthocyanidins) are anthocyanins [11]. Basic structure of anthocyanidin is shown in Figure 3 where differ-
ent R could be -H, - OH or -OCH3. Figure 2 also shows the most accepted nomenclature [11].

Figure 2: General structure of anthocyanidin pigment [11].
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Hydroxycitric acid 

(-)-HCA has inhibitory effect on ATP: citrate lyase (ATP: citrate oxaloacetate lyase, EC 4.1.3.8). This enzyme plays influential role in 
fatty acid synthesis from carbohydrates. It catalyses cleavage of citrate to acetyl-CoA and oxaloactate.

The ultimate source of carbon for fatty acids is acetyl-CoA and acetyl-CoA is an important molecule in formation of fats from carbo-
hydrates. Thus, by limiting the availability of acetyl-CoA, (-)-HCA plays important role in regulating fatty acid synthesis. The knowledge 
of powerful inhibition of ATP: citrate lyase by HCA helps in the study of citrate cleavage reaction [18]. HCA, in some cases, has been ob-
served to stimulate fatty acid synthesis. HCA inhibits lipogenesis only when cytoplasmic acetyl-CoA is produced by citrate cleavage en-
zyme otherwise if the alternate source of acetyl-CoA is available, for example, acetate, it will activate fatty acid synthesis (18). Since HCA 
regulates the ATP: citrate lyase enzyme and thus citrate cleavage reaction it acts as an anti-obesity agent. Due to its regulatory effect it 
is also known as weight controlling agent. HCA can be used to increase activity of carnitine palmitoyl transferase (CPT 1). CPT 1 is a rate 
limiting factor in fat burning and thus weight loss. HCA limits production of acetyl-CoA which in turn reduces production of malonyl-
CoA. Malonyl-CoA has inhibitory effect on CPT 1. Thus, by reducing malonyl-CoA formation HCA works as a weight reducing agent. But 
since malonyl-CoA is also important in transmitting insulin signal in the cells, HCA may have adverse effect on insulin sensitivity (18). 

Hydroxycitric acid (HCA) is a major acid found in kokum. HCA is also found in other Garcinia species such as G. cambogia, G. atrovir-

dis etc. [16]. Kokum can contain up to 23% of HCA on dry basis. The major part is found in leaves and rinds as HCA and some quantity is 
present as HCA lactone. HCA which is also called as Garcinia acid can be separated from rinds by thermal as well as some non-thermal 
methods. HCA has been separated as sodium salt by combination of aqueous NaOH and methanol extraction and then neutralizing with 
HCl. Acetone is used to obtain pure crystals of HCA. HCA has also been separated by a thermal method in which HCA is extracted with 
deionized water and then concentrated by osmotic membrane distillation with hydrophobic polypropylene membrane. This method 
being non thermal avoids degradation of HCA and also HCA lactone formation [5]. HCA has also been produced from microbes like 
Streptomyces sp. U121 and Bacillus megaterium G45C [17].

HCA has hydroxyl groups at the second and third carbon atom. HCA has two asymmetric carbons and thus two pairs of diastereoiso-
mers. Out of the four, (-)- hydroxycitric acid is found in Garcinia species. Free HCA is readily converted to HCA lactone while evaporation 
or concentration. Structures of HCA and its isomers are shown in Figure 3. There are two corresponding lactones for each pair namely, 
(-)-hydroxycitric acid lactone and (+)-allo-hydroxycitric acid lactone. Since HCA is unstable in its free form, it is commercially available 
as a calcium salt. Potassium hydroxycitrate is also formed by KOH treatment of HCA [18].

Figure 3: Stereoisomers of hydroxycitric acid [18].
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Garcinol

Kokum fruit contains 1.5% of polyisoprenylated benzophenone derivative called Garcinol. Garcinol is a yellow coloured, fat soluble 
pigment found in the rinds of Kokum at level of 2-3%. In fact, all Garcinia species have some amount of garcinol [19-20]. Garcinol can be 
separated from the fruit rinds by ethanol or hexane extraction [2, 19].

Garcinol is a polyisoprenylated benzophenone derivative and contains phenolic hydroxyl groups. This makes it active antioxidant. It 
is also called as camboginol, a triisoprenylated chalcone. It has β-diketone moiety and thus resembles a known antioxidant viz. curcumin 
[22]. Molecular weight of Garcinol is 602 (C38H50O6) and its melting point is 122°C [5]. It is crystallized out from hexane extract of the 
fruit rind. The absorption spectral data and molecular formula indicate relation to isomeric xanthochymol and in terms of optical rota-
tion to cambogin. The 1,3-diketone system is enolisable since presence of two isomeric trimethyl ethers. The UV spectrum of garcinol 
shows that 1,3-diketone system is conjugated to the 3,4-dihydroxybenzoyl moiety. The IR spectrum of trimethyl ethers shows there is 
presence of saturated carbonyl group and two α, β-unsaturated carbonyl groups. Some features of the garcinol molecule indicate it can 
be derivable from Maclurin (2,4,6,3’,4’- pentahydroxybenzophenone) and five isoprenyl units [2]. The general structure of garcinol is 
shown in Figure 4.

The antioxidant activity of Kokum syrup, aqueous and boiled extract has been measured by various techniques such as ORAC, FRAP, 
ABTS etc. and it is shown that these preparations have very good antioxidant potential due to presence of garcinol and anthocyanins 
[23]. Garcinol can scavenge alkyl-peroxyl radicals to form hydroperoxy derivative of garcinol and cambogin or isogarcinol. Isogarcinol 
has similar biological activities as garcinol and is potent antioxidant as well. These compounds can induce apoptosis in human leukemia 
HL-60 cells; inhibit NO radical generation and LPS-induced iNOS gene expression. Thus, garcinol has been shown to have better anti-
tumor activity than curcumin [24-25]. Garcinol has been shown to possess antioxidant activity in H2O2-NaOH-DMSO system and radical 
scavenging activity against hydroxyl radical, methyl radical and superoxide anion. The emulsified garcinol suppresses superoxide anion 
similar to DL-α tocopherol (by weight), while it has three times greater free radical scavenging activity against 2,2-diphenyl-1-picrylhy-
drazyl (DPPH) radicals than DL-α- tocopherol by weight [19]. Garcinol is also shown to possess antioxidant activity against arachidonic 
acid metabolism and NO radical synthesis by modulation of arachidonic acid metabolism. Defective arachidonic acid metabolism and 
generation of NO radicals are involved in carcinogenesis and inflammation [26]. Liao., et al. [28] showed garcinol prevents NO radical 
accumulation in LPS induced inflammatory mediators such as iNOS and COX-2.

Thus, garcinol may have neuroprotective effects against brain injury. A recent study by Koeberle and co-workers [29] showed that 
garcinol interferes with two enzymes, 5-lipoxygenase and microsomal prostaglandin PGE2 synthase that play important role in inflam-
mation and tumorigenesis. Garcinol and its oxidative products interact with colon cancer cells such as HT-29 and HCT-116 as well as 
normal immortalized intestinal cells such as IEC-6 and INT-407. 

They have potent growth-inhibitory effects on all intestinal cells but more effective on cancer cells than normal ones. Thus, at cer-
tain concentration garcinol can be used to inhibit growth of cancer cells [27]. Another similar study on garcinol has shown inhibition 

Figure 4: Structure of garcinol [19].

Garcinol has been studied for its anti-cancer, anti-ulcer, anti-oxidative and antiglycation activity [5].
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of growth of human leukemia HL-60 cells suggesting its chemopreventive action [30]. Balasubramanyam., et al. [31] have shown non-
specific inhibition of histone acetyltransferase by garcinol suggesting anti-HIV property. Above research shows that garcinol has very 
promising antioxidant, anticancer, anti-inflammatory properties. Garcinol is also reported to show some antimicrobial activity. It plays 
important role in treatment of gastric ulcers caused by Helicobacter pylori chronic infection. This bacterium along with cells from gastric 
mucous membrane produces hydroxyl radicals and superoxide anions. 

Conventional antibiotics such as Clarithromycin have side effects and thus garcinol can be a good alternative [32-33]. Garcinol also 
showed antimicrobial activity against Staphylococcus aureus which was comparable to traditional antibiotic Vancomycin [34-35]. Yo-
shida and co-workers [36] reported, garcinol fortified diet decreases the incidence of tounge neoplasms and pre-neoplasms. It also in-
duces apoptosis through the activation of caspases and thus works as anti-tumor agent [22]. There are numerous reported mechanisms 
through which garcinol acts as antioxidant, anti-inflammatory or anti-cancer agent as explained above.
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