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Adaptogens, Herbs, and Nootropics for 
Brain Health



Tereza Hubkova, MD
Tereza Hubkova MD, board-certified in internal medicine as well as integrative and holistic 
medicine, has been compassionately helping patients maintain or reclaim their health through 
healthy lifestyle, natural approaches, as well as the best of Western medical practices. She seeks 
to get to the root of health issues through thorough, unrushed attention to the patient’s story, 
targeted examination, and help of advanced medical testing where appropriate. She has studied 
variety of healing traditions and techniques and has been actively promoting healthy lifestyle for 
over a decade. She believes that attention to our spiritual side is as important as attention to our 
organs, and that getting to really know and understand the person seeking her help rather than 
just treating the diagnoses, is what true healing is all about.

Over the last ten years, Hubkova has been working as an integrative specialist and lecturer for 
Canyon Ranch in Lenox, Massachusetts, focusing on healthy lifestyle, integrative approaches to 
digestive health, brain health, women’s health, and healthy weight, spearheading the Women’s 
Health & Wellness Summit and “Gut Health” feature events. Hubkova was born in Czech 
Republic, participated in the Velvet Revolution that took down communism, and through 
education she continues passionately inspiring others in improving not only their own health, 
but also making the world a safer, happier, and healthier place to live for future generations. 
Hubkova lives with her husband and a 7-year-old daughter, dog, and two kittens in a tiny country 
house with a garden full of vegetables and happy bunnies.



Objectives

• Define adaptogens and nootropics
• Name three adaptogens with benefit for brain health 
• Name three plants that could be used for burnout and 

convalescence
• Name a few common spices that interfere with the pathology 

of Alzheimer’s dementia



Herbs

• Used by humans for thousands of years
• Longer tradition of use and than pharmaceuticals
• Most modern research is preclinical
• Modern human studies are often small, most use a single 

isolated compound rather then crude herb – little research 
about safety and interactions

• Issues with adulteration



Adaptogens

• Substances that help the body adapt to stress, induce 
nonspecific resistance, stabilize HPA axis

• Have beneficial effect on multiple organs/systems (tonics): 
nervous, endocrine, immune - many of their effects are 
amphoteric

• Anti-oxidant and anti-inflammatory – reduce damage 
associated with aging, promote resilience



Adaptogens

• Many used in Ayurveda and Chinese medicine 
• Enhance general health, anabolic quality – often used by 

athletes
• Promote energy production/mitochondrial health
• Immunomodulators versus immunostimulants



Adaptogens

Stimulating Balancing Calming
Use when depleted, 
deficient and depressed. 
Best used in a.m.
• Ginseng
• Eulethero
• Rhodiola
• Codonopsis
• Cordyceps

Simultaneously energize 
and calm.
• Ashwagandha
• Schisandra

Calming.
• Holy Basil 
• Gotu Kola



Adaptogens

Burnout Convalescence

• American Ginseng
• Rhodiola
• Reishi
• Schizandra
• Holy Basil
• Cordyceps
• Eulethero

• Aswhagandha
• Asian Ginseng 

(Panax ginseng)
• Rhodiola
• Schizandra
• Eulethero



Ashwagandha (Withania somnifera) 



Ashwagandha (Withania somnifera) 

• “Queen of Ayurveda”
• One of the rasayana herbs – promotes youth and 

longevity and alleviates suffering. (Puri HS, Rsayana: 

Ayurvedic Herbs for Longevity and Rejuvenation. London. Taylor and Francis, 2003)

• “If you take Ashwagandha for one year, you will 
have the strength of a stallion for ten years.”



Ashwagandha – Traditional and Modern Uses

• Helps with fertility

• Helps with convalescence from 
serious illness 

• Stress related insomnia

• Thyroid stimulating effect

• Anticancer effects

• Rich in iron – can be used for iron 
deficiency anemia, restless legs 
(especially with magnesium)

• For brain fog in perimenopause

• For muscle aches/fibromyalgia

• Fheumatoid arthritis



Ashwagandha – Modern Research  

• Used to improve fatigue/quality of life in patients with breast 
cancer during chemotherapy. (Biswal, Sulaiman, Ismail et al. Integr Cancer Ther 2013; 

12 (4):312-322)

• Improves semen quality (volume, sperm motility) and male 
hormone levels. (Ahmad, Abbas, Shukla et al. Fertility and Sterility. August 2010; 94 (3):989-996)

• Uncontrolled, observation study of escalating dosages or 
ashwagandha taken for 30 days – improved sleep quality, 
increased muscle strength and trend towards increased lean 
body weight. (Debnath, Chattopadhyay, Mitra et al. Ayurvreda integr med. July 2012, 3(3)::141-

149)



Ashwagandha and Stress-Related Parameters 

• Ashwagandha (125 mg PO QD-BID) reduced cortisol, 
increased DHEA-S, reduced anxiety, improved cholesterol, 
and decreased CRP (Auddy, Hazra, Mitra, Abedon, Ghosal. A Standardized Withania

Somnifera Extract Significantly Reduces Stress-Related Parameters in Chronically Stressed Humans, A 
Double Blind Randomized, Placebo –Controlled Study. JANA Vol 11, no 1, 2008)

• Ashwagandha can lower blood glucose and cholesterol 
levels. (Andallu, Radhika. Hypoglycemic, diuretic and hypocholesterolemic effect of winter cherry 

–Withania Somnifera) root. Indian J Exp Biol. 2000 Ju; 38(6):6-7-9)



Ashwagandha and Mental Health

• Ashwagandha helped with anxiety (300 mg BID x 60 days). (A 

Prospective, randomized double-blind, placebo-controlled study of safety and efficacy of high 
concentration full-spectrum extract of ashwagandha root in reducing stress and anxiety in adults. 
Chandrasekhar, Kapoor, Anishetty. Indian J Psychol Med 2012 Jul; 34(3):255-262)

• 75 subjects receiving 300 mg of Ashwagandha BID x 12 weeks 
–significantly improved concentration, mental health, 
fatigue, social functioning, vitality and overall quality of life. 
(Naturopathic care for anxiety: a randomized controlled trial . Cooley, Sczurko, Perri, Mills et al. PLoS
One.2009 Aug 31; 4(8)



Ashwagandha Improves Memory

• In a prospective RCT in 50 adults, treated with 300 mg 
Ashwagandha BID or placebo for 8 weeks, Ashwagandha 
group demonstrated significant improvements in both 
immediate and general memory per Wechsler Memory 
Scale III, improvement in executive function, sustained 
attention and information processing speed. (Choudary, 

Bhattachaaryya, Bose. Efficacy and Safety of Ashwagandha root extract in Improving Memory and 
Cognitive Functions. J Diet Suppl. 2017 Nov 2;14 (6):599-612)



Ashwagandha Cautions and Side Effects

• May cause diarrhea or nausea (rare)
• Do not use along with barbiturates, may potentiate effects of 

other sedatives
• Avoid in hemochromatosis (due to its high iron content)
• Avoid if sensitive to nightshades



Rhodiola Rosea



Rhodiola Rosea

• Grows in Siberia, Tibet, and Scandinavia
• Allegedly used by Vikings to enhance mental and 

physical endurance
• Chinese emperors were sending expeditions to 

Siberia to gather Rhodiola for longevity



Rhodiola Rosea
• Adaptogen
• Antidepressant
• Antioxidant
• Antiviral
• Immune system stimulant
• Mild CNS stimulant (can be used for ADD)
• Neuroprotective, anti-arrhythmic, and 

cardioprotective



Rhodiola Rosea for Depression
• Two randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled trials 

of 146 subjects with major depressive disorder and seven 
open label studies  (714 subjects with mild depression) –
demonstrated beneficial effect on mood and favorable 
safety profile. (Amsterdam, Panossian. Rhodiola rosea as a putative botanical 

antidepressant. Phytomedicine. 2016 Jun 15;23(7):770-83_ )



Rhodiola Rosea for Depression
• RTC in patients with mild to moderate depression –

randomized to either 340 mg Rhodiola extract/day, or 680 
mg/day or placebo for 6 weeks. 

• Depression, insomnia, emotional instability and 
somatization improved significantly with Rhodiola, but 
not placebo. No serious side effects were reported. 
(Darbinyan, Aslanyan, Amroyan et al. Nord J Psychiatry. 2007;61(5):343-8)



Rhodiola Rosea Reduces Burnout
• Number of clinical trials demonstrate that Rhodiola extract exerts an 

antifatigue effect and increases mental performance (particularly 
ability to concentrate in healthy subjects) and reduces burnout in 
patients with fatigue. (Panossian, Wikman,Sarris. Rosenroot (Rhodiola rosea); traditional 

use, chemical composition pharmacology and clinical efficacy. Phytomedicine. 2010 Jun;17(7):481-
93)

• Majority of outcome measures demonstrated clear improvement 
over time, some parameters improved as quickly as in 1 week (Kasper, 

Dienel. Neuropsychiatric Treat.2017;13:889-898)



Rhodiola Rosea for Stress
• 101 subjects took 200 mg BID for 4 weeks in a multi-

center, non-randomized, open label trial
• All tests showed clinically relevant improvements in stress 

related symptoms and fatigue
• No serious side effects were reported (Edwards, Heufelder, 

Zimmermann. Phytother Res. 2012 Aug (8):1220-5)



Rhodiola Rosea vs. Sertraline for 
Major Depressive Disorder 

• 57 subjects, randomized to either Rhodiola rosea extract 
(340 mg), sertraline (50 mg) or placebo for 12 weeks. 

• Modest, statistically non-significant reductions of 
depression seen between groups, but higher odds of 
improvement seen for sertraline (1.90) then Rhodiola
(1.39) then placebo with more subjects reporting side 
effects on sertraline (63.2%) then Rhodiola (30%) or 
placebo (16.7%). (Jun Mao, Sharon Xie, Jay Amsterdam. Phytomedicine 2015 Mar 

15;22(3):394-399)



Rhodiola Rosea Improves Mental Performance
• 56 physicians on night duty – perceptive and cognitive 

functions investigated using 5 different tests in a double 
blind, cross over trial – statistically significant 
improvements and no side effects seen with low dose 
Rhodiola extract (170 mg daily) (Darbinyan, Kteyan, Panossian et al. 

Phytomedicine 2000 Oct; 7(5):365-71)



Rhodiola Rosea for Exam Time
• Low dose Rhodiola for 20 days given to students during 

exam period (double blind, placebo-controlled trial) –
improvement in physical fitness, mental fatigue and 
neuro-motor tests seen in Rhodiola group, despite 
suboptimal dose. (Spasov, Wilkman, Mandrikov et al. Phytomedicine 2000 Apr;7 

(2):85-9)



Rhodiola Rosea for ADHD
• Current study undergoing using 800 mg Rhodiola vs 

placebo for adults with ADHD
• Estimated completion – March 2021



Holy Basil (Ocimum Sanctum) 



Holy Basil for Anxiety
• In 35 subjects (men and women) given 500 mg Holy Basil 

BID after meals for 60 days – significant attenuation of 
generalized anxiety noted using standard questionnaires at 
baseline, in 30 and 60 days. (Bhattacharyya, Sur, Jana, Debnath. Nepal Med Coll J 

2008 Sep; 10(3):176-9)



Holy Basil for Management of Stress
RCT (79 subjects receiving 1200 mg of Holy Basil for 6 
weeks, 71 subjects on placebo) – after 6 weeks decreased 
forgetfulness, sexual problems of recent origin, feelings of 
exhaustion and sleep problems (39% better “control of 
stress” then with placebo) (Ram Chandra Saxena, Rakesh Singh. Evid Based 

Complement Alternat Med. 2012)



Nootropic Herbs

• Gotu Kola

• Bacopa

• Ginkgo

• Rosemary



Nootropics 
• Substances that improve cognitive function, particularly 

executive function, memory, creativity or motivation

• enhance emotional and mental well-being

• promote cerebral circulation

• May be used to prevent, slow or delay onset of cognitive 
decline, whether age related or Alzheimer’s



Gotu Kola



Gotu Kola Preclinical Research
• Neuroprotective (Ahmad Rather. Neuroprotective role of Asiatic acid in aluminum chloride 

induced rat model of Alzeimer’s disease. Front Biosci 2018)

• Improves microcirculation (Minerva Cardioangiol. 1992)

• Protects neurons from beta-amyloid neurotoxicity (J Neurosci Res 

1999, Soumyanath A, Zhong Y, Henson E et al. Centella asiatica extract improves behavioral deficits in a mouse 
model of Alzheimer’s disease: Investigation of a possible mechanism of action. 2012 International J of 
Alzheimer’s Disease).

• Potent antioxidant (Kumari et al. In Vitro and In Vivo Antioxidant, Anti-hyperlipidemic Properties 

and Chemical Characterization of Centella asiatica Extract. Front Pharmacol 2016)

• In vitro, reduces fibrillation of beta amyloid. (Medicinal Plants and 

Nutriceuticals for Amyloid-beta Fibrillation Inhibition. Witter et al. Alzheimers Dis Rep. 2018)

• Promotes learning and memory (Puttarak P, et al. Effects of Centella asiatica on 

cognitive function and mood related outcomes: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis. Sci Rep. 2017) 



Gotu Kola Clinical Research
• Anxiolytic (J Clin Psychopharmacol 2000 – 750 mg for 2 months), sedative, 

antidepressant (Wattanathorn J., Mator L, Muchimapura S et al. Positive modulation of 

cognition and mood in the healthy elderly volunteer following the administration of Centella asiatica. 
2008; 116(2):325-332) 

• Increases attention span and concentration (Katz, Levine, Kol-Degani

et al. A compound herbal preparation CHP in the treatment of children with ADHD: a randomized 
controlled trial. J AttenDisord.2010; 14;281-291)

• Wound healing/skin conditions (Farahnik et al. Striae gravidarum, 

Risk Factors, prevention and management. Int J Womens Dermatol. 2017.)



Gotu Kola for Depression and Cognitive Health
• 500 mg twice a day for 6 months given to 60 subjects over 

age 65 –improved Mini Mental State Examination scoring, 
improvement in depression, insomnia and appetite (Indian J of 

Pharmacol Sciences,  2010)

• Improved cognitive scores in 34 subjects post stroke (6 
weeks at either 1000 mg GK/day > 750 mg GK/day > 3 mg 
folic acid) (Evidence Based Complementary and Alternative Med, vol 2016 – Kun Marisa 

Farhana et al.)



Gotu Kola
• No known toxicity at recommended doses (Songvut et al. Safety and 

Pharmacokinetics of Standardized Extract of Centella asicatica (ECa 233) Capsules in Healthy Thai 
Volunteers: A Phase 1 Clinical Study. Planta Med. 2019)

• Side effects: headaches, upset stomach, nausea, 
dizziness, drowsiness – at high dosages. Not to be used in 
pregnancy! 

• If taking for more then 6 weeks , 2-week breaks are 
recommended before taking again



Bacopa Monnieri (Brahmi) 



Bacopa Monnieri (Brahmi) 
• Used for insomnia, anxiety, epilepsy an enhancing 

memory (Roodenrys, Booth, Bulzomi, Neuropsychopharmacology 2002)

• Allegedly used by Vedic scholars to memorize lengthy 
sacred hymns and scriptures



Bacopa Monnieri (Brahmi) 
• Nootropic (Russo et al. Bacopa monniera, a reputed nootropic plant. Phytomedicine. 2005)

• Neuroprotective (Dubey. Et al. Brahmi (Bacopa Monnieri): An auyurvedic herb against 

the Alzheimer’s disease. Arch Biochemic Biophys. 2019) 

• Anti-inflammatory (Nemetchek MD et al. The Ayurvedic plant Bacopa monnieri

inhibits inflammatory pathways in the brain. Ethnopharmacol. 2017)



Bacopa Monnieri (Brahmi) 
• Effect on memory seems to be due to decreased 

forgetfulness (rather then increased learning) (Pase, Kean, Sarris - J 

Altern Complement Med 2012) 

• Cholinergic effect of Bacopa is similar to current drugs 
for AD such as donepezil, rivastigmine and 
galantamine. (Chaudari et al. Ann Neuroscience 2017)



Bacopa Monnieri and Memory 
Double blind, randomized, placebo-controlled study of 35 
subjects (over age 55) – those receiving Bacopa did better 
in Wechsler Memory Scale – improvements in logical 
memory and paired associate learning after 8 weeks (Raghav, 

Singh, Dalal, Indian J of Psychiatry, 2006;48:238-242)

Double blind, randomized, placebo-controlled study in 76 
adults (300 mg of Brahmi/day vs placebo for 12 weeks –
increased information retaining capacity. (Stough, Lloyd, Clarke)



Bacopa Monnieri and Memory 
81 subjects above age 55 randomized to Brahmi (300 
mg/day for 12 weeks) vs placebo in Australia –remarkable 
improvement in verbal learning, memory acquisition and 
delayed recall 
54 participants > age 65, 300 mg of Bacopa extract vs 
placebo for 12 weeks  → improved delayed word recall 
with minimal side effect (nausea). (Calabrese et.al. J Altern Complement Med 

2008, Jul; 14(6):707-13)



Bacopa Monnieri and ADD in Children 
• 31 children received Bacopa 225 mg/d for 6 months
• Restlessness reduced in 93% children, improved self 

control in 89%, ADD symptoms reduced in 85% of the 
children (Open label study to elucidate the effects of standardized Bacopa Monnieri extract 

inhte management of symptoms of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder in children. Dave et al, 
Adv Body Med 2014)



Ginkgo Biloba



Ginkgo Biloba

• Ginkgo is believed to be the oldest living tree species.
• Leaf extract protects neurons from oxidative damage, 

improves blood flow (phosphodiesterase inhibitor) and 
restores balance between prostacyclin and thromboxane 
A2 >  improved vasoregulation



Ginkgo Biloba and Dementia

• In 189 patients with Alzheimer’s dementia over age 80 
no significant difference in cognitive decline by MMSE 
between donepezil and Ginkgo extract  EGb 761 after 
12 months of use.(M Rapp,M Burkart, T Kohlmann, Int J of Clinical Pharmacol and 

Therapeutics, vol 56 – No. 3/2018(130-133)

• Possibly effective for vascular and mixed dementia (Hu, 

Tu, Zhang, et al. Systemic review of Ginkgo biloba extract for vascular dementia.J Tradit Chin 
Med 4, 683-686)



Ginkgo for Treating Dementia

• Meta-analysis of 7 RCTs where cognition, activities of 
daily living and clinical global impression were rated 
as outcomes.

• Dose dependent effect of cognition found →240 mg 
of gingko extract found overall effective in improving 
cognition and clinical global impression with minimal 
side effects. (Gauthier, Schlafke. Clin Interv Aging 2014;9:2065-2077)



Ginkgo Biloba Cautions/Interactions

• Ginkgo induces CYP 3A4 and CYP 2C9 (Suroowan et al. Curr Top Med 

Chem. 2019)

• Ginkgo inhibits CYP 1A1, CYP 1B1 and CYP 1A2 (Chang et al. 

Toxicol Appl Pharmacol. 2006).



Ginkgo Biloba Cautions/Interactions

• May increase bleeding – (it decreases platelet 
aggregation), →Ginkgo has to be used with caution if 
combined with antiplatelet meds and anticoagulants. 
(Sierpina, Am Fam Phys. 2003)

• Avoid combination with other meds that lower 
seizure threshold - several reports of seizures in 
association with Ginkgo on PubMed (Granger. Age Ageing. 2001; 

Haller, Clin Toxicol. 2005)



Nootropic Mushrooms

• Mushrooms have been used by humans as food and 
medicine for thousands of years.

• More then 14,000 species of mushrooms have been 
identified, only 2000 recognized as edible, 270 
possibly therapeutic/preventative, i.e.:
• Lion’s mane (Hericium erinaceus) 
• Reishi (Ganoderma lucidum) 
• Maitake (Grifola frondosa)



Lion’s Mane



Lion’s Mane

• Improved cognitive function in 50-80-year-old Japanese men 
and women with mild cognitive impairment. (Mori, Inatomi, Ouchi. 

Improving effects of the mushroom Yamabushitake (Hericium erinaceus) on mild cognitive impairment : 
A double blind placebo controlled clinical trial. Phytother Res. 2009; 23: 367-72)

• Lion’s mane promoted regeneration on injured peripheral 
nerves in rats in the early stages of recovery. 

• Mice given Lion’s mane powder showed increased expression 
of the NGF (nerve growth factor) mRNA in the hippocampus. 
(Mori, Obara, Hirota. Nerve growth factor inducing activity of Hericium erinaceus in 1321N1 human 
astrocytoma cells. Biol. Pharm Bull.2008, 31:1727-32)



Lion’s Mane

• Culinary and medicinal mushroom that can be easily 
grown at home.

• Contains herricenones (fruiting bodies) and erinacine 
terpenoids (in the mycelium), sterols, beta glucan 
polysaccharides, and myconutrients with neuroprotective 
and neuroregenerative properties (Spelman, Sutherland, Bagade. J of 

Restorative Med, vol 6, No 1, 3 December 2017, pp 19-26 (8)

• No reports of toxicity due to long term consumption thus 
far.



Lion’s Mane

• 8 weeks of Lion’s mane supplementation decreased 
depression, anxiety and sleep disorders in 77 volunteers who 
were obese or overweight, while increasing circulating pro-
BDNF levels. (Vigna, Morelli, Agnelli. Evid Based Complement Alternat Med 2019, April 18, 

2019)



Lion’s Mane

• Erinacenes (from Lion’s Mane Mycelium) may be the most 
powerful inducers of Nerve Growth Factor production 
among currently identified natural compounds. (Kawagishi et al. 

Tetrahedron Letters 1996, Townsend Letter April 2004)

• Fruiting body may relieve depression, anxiety, and 
insomnia in pre- and post-menopausal women. (Mayumi et al. 

Biomed Res. 2010)



Nervines



Nervines

• Complement the effect of adaptogens
• Nerve tonics – relaxing, calming without being overtly 

sedative
• Used for anxiety and irritability, stress related GI 

symptoms or cardiac symptoms, insomnia



Nervines

• Blue vervain

• Chamomile

• Fresh milky oat 

• Hawthorn

• Lemon balm

• Linden

• Motherwort

• Passionflower

• Skullcap

• St. John’s wort



Lemon Balm (Melissa officinalis)



Lemon Balm (Melissa officinalis)
• 2,000 years of medicinal use in European, Mediterranean, 

and Middle Eastern countries
• Paracelsus (1493-1541) recommended lemon balm “for all 

complaints supposed to proceed from a disordered state of 
the nervous system.”

• Modulator of mood and cognitive function with anxiolytic 
effects.

• Binds to cholinergic, muscarinic and nicotinic receptors. It 
increases levels of GABA by inhibiting GABA transaminase.



Lemon Balm
• Helps with insomnia and anxiety. In an open label study 

of 20 volunteers suffering from anxiety, 95% responded 
to treatment, 70% achieved full remission of anxiety, 
85% experienced remission of insomnia (Cases, Ibarra, Feuillere. Med 

J Nutrition Metab 2011 Dec; 4(3):211-212)



Lemon Balm for ADHS in Children
• Lemon Balm with Valerian in children with concentration 

difficulties and hyperactivity but who did not meet ADHD 
criteria

• 169 children – physician rating after 7 weeks of treatment 
indicated significant improvement in ability to concentrate, 
hyperactivity, impulsiveness, social behavior, difficulty 
falling asleep, sleeping through the night, and morning 
fatigue. Parent rating showed significant improvement in 
problems in leisure time and school, problems with friends, 
burden on child and burden on family. (Gromball et all.Phytomed 2014;21(8-

9):1098-1103)



Lemon Balm and Cognitive Performance
• 20 healthy volunteers received a single dose of 600 mg, 

1000 mg or 1600 mg of encapsulated dried lemon balm leaf 
or a matching placebo at 7 days intervals. 

• Improved cognitive performance and mood seen at 1 hr, 3 
hrs and 6 hrs after a lemon balm dose was seen. (Kennedy, Wake, 

Savelev. Neuropsychopharmacology 2003; 28, 1871-1881)



Lemon Balm for Agitation in Dementia
• 71 patients suffering from severe dementia were 

randomized (RCT) to Lemon balm essential oil 
aromatherapy for 4 weeks. Patients in active group were 
rated as less agitated, less socially withdrawn and engaged 
for more time in constructive activities compared to 
placebo group. (Ballard et al. 2002 J Clin Psychiatry 63:553-558)



Lemon Balm as Antioxidant
• Increases levels of glutathione peroxidase and superoxide 

dismutase (Zeraatpishe, Oryan, Bagheri. Toxicology and Industrial Health. 2011Apr; 27(3):205-12) 

• Contains Eugenol – 3 times more potent antioxidant then 
alpha tocopherol in vitamin E (Arenaz, Mendez, Acevedas. Sci Pharm 2011 Oct-

Dec; 79(4);779-791)



Lemon Balm and Depression
• Contains rosmarinic acid which upregulates BDNF and 

dopamine synthesis. (Kondo, Omri, Han, Isoda “Antidepressant effects of rosmarinic acid 

through mitogen activated protein kinase phosphatase-1 and brain derived neurotrophic factor 
modulation”. Journal of Functional Foods Vol 14, Apr 2015:758-766)



Peppermint (Mentha piperita)
• Aroma of the essential oils of peppermint improved 

alertness and enhanced memory in a study of 140 
volunteers with cognitive performance testing and mood 
scale completion before and after exposure. (Moss M, Hewitt, Moss L, 

Wesnes. Int J Neurosci.2008 Jan118(1):59-77)



Other Herbs, Foods, and Spices 
with Brain Benefits



Green Tea (Camellia Sinensis)
• Contains caffeine (which may reduce risk of dementia 

itself) 
• Catechin polyphenols have neuroprotective effects: 

antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, inhibition of beta amyloid 
aggregation and anti-apoptosis. (Mandel, Youdim. Free Radic Biol Med 2004; 

37:304-317)



Green Tea (Camellia Sinensis)
• Green tea reduces anxiety, benefits memory and attention 

and brain function (i.e. activation of working memory seen 
on functional MRI). (Mancini. Beglinger, Drewe. Phytomedicine 2017 Oct 15; 34:26-37)

• Green tea might reduce the risk of dementia, Alzheimer’s 
disease, mild cognitive impairment, or cognitive 
impairment. (Kakutani, Watanabe, Murayama. Nutrients 2019, May 24; 11(5))



Green Tea
• L-theanine – amino acid from green tea - in dosages from 

200-400 mg/day for 8 weeks reduced anxiety and stress. 
(Sakamoto, Ribeiro, Bueno. Pharmacol. Res. 2019 Sep;147:104395)

• Check liver enzymes if high dosages of green tea 
containing supplements consumed due to possible 
hepatotoxicity (4 cases requiring liver transplant).



Blueberries



Blueberries
• Flavonoid rich wild blueberry drink has been shown to 

boost executive function, short term memory and mood 2-
6 hrs after consumption in 7-10-year-old schoolchildren. 
(Barfoot, May, Lamport et al. Eur J Nutr.2018 Oct 16)



Blueberries
• Enhanced neuronal response seen with fMRI during 

working memory challenge in blueberry treated older 
adults with cognitive decline. (Boespflug, Eliassen, et al. Nutritional Neuroscience, 

2018, May;21(4):297-305)

• Daily blueberry juice supplementation in 9 older adults with 
early memory decline for 12 weeks – improved memory 
function plus suggested diminished depressive symptoms. 
(Krikorian, Shidler et al. J of Agric and Food Chemistry. 2010 April 14;58(7):3996-4000)



Turmeric (Curcuma longa)



Turmeric (Curcuma longa)
• Inhibits beta amyloid plaque formation
• Promotes disaggregation of beta amyloid plaques 
• Inhibits hyperphosphorylation of Tau
• Antioxidant, modifies microglial activity, inhibits 

acetylcholinesterase 
• Lowers cholesterol, binds copper, mediates insulin 

signaling

• (Tang, Taghibilou. J Alzheimers Dis. 2017; 58(4):1003-1016 – for all the above bullets)



Turmeric
• Curcumin 400 mg/day significantly improves performance 

on sustained attention and working memory tasks in 
healthy adults over age 60 (Cox, Pipingas, Schooley, J.Psychopharmacol 2015)



Garlic
• Curcumin 400 mg/day significantly improves performance 

on sustained attention and working memory tasks in 
healthy adults over age 60 (Cox, Pipingas, Schooley, J.Psychopharmacol 2015)



Garlic
Aged garlic extract (AGE) and S-allyl-cysteins (SAC) restrict 
several pathological cascades related to the synaptic 
degeneration and neuroinflammatory pathways associated 
with Alzheimer’s disease. (Ray B et al. Curr Med Chem. 2011)

• In vitro - protect against beta amyloid toxicity (Jeong JH et al. BMC 

Complement Altern Med 2013)

• Anti-atherosclerotic -reduce plasma lipid, BP, platelet 
aggregation etc.  (Karagodin VP et al. Curr Pharm Des 2016)



Cinnamon
• Inhibits tau accumulation in vitro. (Peterson DW. J Alzheimer’s Dis. 2009)

• Inhibits Amyloid beta aggregation and toxicity in vitro and in 
vivo (Momtaz S et al. Cinnamon, a promising prospect towards Alzheimer’s disease. Pharmacol

Res.2018)

• Antioxidant (Momtaz S et al. Cinnamon, a promising prospect towards Alzheimer’s disease. 

Pharmacol Res.2018)

• Anti-inflammatory 

(Momtaz, Hassani, Khan et al. Pharmacol Res. 2018 Apr;130:241-258)



Pine Bark Extract (Pycnogenol)
• Contains procyanidins (catechins, epicatechins) also found 

in apples, pears, grapes, chocolate, wine and tea
• Utilized throughout the world for

inflammation, circulatory dysfunction,
memory and mood

• Increases cerebral blood flow
• Potent antioxidant
(D’Andrea .Fitoterapia 2010 Oct; 81(7):724-36)



Pine Bark Extract (Pycnogenol)
• Improved working memory and decreased F2 isoprostanes

(markers of oxidative stress/lipid peroxidation) in RCT in 
101 participants (ages 60-85) as 150 mg of Pycnogenol for 
three months.

(Ryan, Croft, Mori et al. J Psychopharmacol. 2008 Jul;22(5):553-62)



Pycnogenol
• Improved cognitive function, attention, mental 

performance and specific professional skills in healthy 
professionals aged 35-55 (Belcaro, Luzzi, Dugall. J Neurosurg. Sci 2014 Dec;58(4):239-

48)



Pycnogenol
• Improved MMSE score of 87 subjects with mild cognitive 

impairment by 18% in 8 weeks (Hosoi, Belcaro, Saggino. J Neurosurg Sci.2018 

Jun;62(279-284))



Summary: Herbs for Healthy Brain

• Many herbs address the pathology of Alzheimer’s, helps us 
reduce risk factors for cognitive decline, improve mood and 
reduce stress.

• Many herbs have a very long record of use. 
• They are cheap and  you can grow many yourself.
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