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The effect of plant sterols as cholesterol-lowering agents in humans are long known. Steryl glycosides form part of this group of non-nutrients and their regard as separate glycolipid species is increasing progressively due to their favourable effect in human health when ingested either naturally with the diet or through fortified foods.
The positive role of virgin olive oil in the Mediterranean diet is widely recognised. However, some remarks can be made: From the point of view of its composition one must realise that the European Commission official method for sterol analysis (R 2568/91) overlooks the presence of steryl glycosides causing underestimations when reporting on total phytosterol concentration. On the other hand, and as far as information on virgin olive oil properties is concern, it is important to provide data not only on total steryl glycoside content, but also on their profile, since it has been pointed out that different species have dissimilar biological effects. Additionally, the fact of including specifically the content and activity of steryl glycosides when reporting on bioactive compound intakes may trigger the interest of consumers when choosing virgin olive oil as main fat source in a time in which cheaper vegetable oils are a tempting option.
Under these perspectives the development of a proper analytical approach for steryl glycoside analysis prevailed. Therefore we established a procedure that allowed us for determining those sterol derivatives in olive oil in their native forms (e.g. free and esterified glycosylates). After that we carried out the study of such species in olive oil during different campaigns, as a function of the cultivar, origin, extraction procedure, and presence of other minor compounds. Our purpose here is to present our results summarizing the information available on the field of steryl glycosides in virgin olive oil from the perspectives of quality and purity. Our main interest is to understand what these molecules are, giving an overview of what has been (and is being) done, pointing out also further lines of research.

