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S. John’'sWort

S. John’swort isan herbal extract now widely sold in health food storesand pharmaciesfor itseffectivenessand
safety inthetreatment of depression. Theherbislicensedin Germany for thetreatment of anxiety , depressonand
insomnia. IntheUSA itisconsdered adietary supplement and has not been evaluated by the FDA.

Ingredients- St. John’swort isacommon namefor the flowering plant Hypericum perforatum (1). It
has many constituentswith biological activity, including naphthodianthrones, flavonoids, phloroglucinolsand
xanthones. Hypericum, anaphthodianthrone, isgenerally considered the activeingredient, andin Germany dos-
ageof theherbisbased onitshypericin content. Theamount of hypericin varieswidely in different partsof the
plant, under different growth conditionsand at different timesof theyear.

Phar macology - Hypericum extract inhibits uptake of the neurotransmitters serotonin, norepinephrine
and dopamine and bindsto GABA receptorsinvitro, but whether it crossesthe blood-brain barrier isunknown.
Some constituentsof the plant inhibit monoamineoxidase (MAO), but their concentrationin extractsappearsto be
low. With ora administration of an extract, serum concentrationsof hypericin reach apeak in about five hoursand
asteady statein about four days. Whether it ismetabolized and how it isexcreted areunknown. Thehalf-lifeof
hypericinin plasmaisabout 25 hours(2).

Clinical Trials- A meta-analysisof 23 randomized trialsin atotal of 1757 outpatientswith mild or
moderate depression found hypericum extracts, after two to four weeks, superior to placebo and about aseffec-
tive asstandard antidepressants(3). However, in most of these studiesthe diagnosi s of depression wasnot well
established, the placebo rate response was|ower than usualy seen in such studies, the dosage of standard antide-
pressantswas|ow, and the dosage of hypericin varied morethan sixfold. Onestudy lasted 12 weeks, threelasted
eight weeks, onelasted only two weeksand therest hasaduration of four to six weeks.

Adver se Effects- No serious adverse effects have been reported with the use of &. John’swort. Some
patients have complained of dry mouth, dizziness, congtipation, other gastrointestina symptomsand confusion. In
trias, fewer than 2% of patients stopped taking the herb because of adverse effects. Theplant has caused severe
contact photosengtivity, grazing anima shave had phototoxic reactionsafter egting it, and systemic photosensitivity
has been reported in one patient taking an extract for depression (4).

Conclusion - Better, longer studiesare needed to establish the effectivenessand safety of S. John’swort
for treatment of depression. Theactiveingredient, the potency and the purity of the preparationssold inthe USA
aredl unknown.
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