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Treatment of anxiety disorders with plants 
and herbs
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Abstract

Anxiety is a natural feeling in people and every person experiences in certain conditions in his/her life. Anxiety refers 
to an unpleasant and vague feeling accompanied by worry about known and unknown origin. Symptoms of anxiety 
include heart palpitations, restlessness, fatigue, insomnia, dyspnea, and disturbance in concentration and memory. 
Fortunately, in these days, there are many ways such as yoga, relaxation, and massage to overcome stress and mental 
pressures. In addition, there is a completely different, nature-based way to control adverse emotions and anxiety, 
which is phytotherapy. In this article, the use of medicinal plants in pharmaceutical industry and treatment of anxiety 
was investigated. To achieve this purpose, the keywords such as medicinal plants, herbal drugs, traditional medicine, 
and anxiety were used to search for related articles. The databases Scopus, PubMed, ISI, Google Scholar, SID, and 
Magiran were searched for relevant articles. Based on the results, plants such as Valeriana officinalis, Passiflora 
incarnata, Rosmarinus officinalis, Lavandula angustifolia, Hypericum perforatum, Mentha piperita, Matricaria 
chamomilla, Glycyrrhiza glabra, Melissa officinalis, Crataegus aronia, Humulus lupulus, Echium amoenum, Prunus 
dulcis, and Foeniculum vulgare are some of the flora that, in the references, are recommended to control anxiety.
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INTRODUCTION

Anxiety is a natural feeling in people 
that every person experiences certain 
conditions in his/her life. Anxiety refers 

to an unpleasant and vague feeling accompanied 
by horror and anxiety with unknown origin 
that comes to the individual.[1,2] In anxiety, the 
individual is not confident and has a feeling 
of helplessness and being physiologically 
aroused; the recurrence of situations that 
have been stressful in the past or in which the 
person experiences trauma can lead to anxiety 
and stress.[3-5] Everyone experiences anxiety 
in his/her life, which is normal, but severe 
and chronic anxiety is considered unusual. 
According to research, anxiety in women, low-
income groups, and older people is higher than 
other people. Anxiety has certain symptoms 
including heart palpitations, restlessness, 
fatigue, insomnia, shortness of breath, and 
concentration and memory problems. In severe 
and chronic anxiety, the person feels tightness 
in the chest. Other symptoms of severe and 
chronic anxiety can be severe heart palpitations, 
sweating, tremor, dizziness, and loss of balance.

Today, due to living a busy and competitive 
life, stress and anxiety are unavoidable. In 

addition, some people are more prone to anger and anxiety 
than others.[6-10] Some causes of stress and anxiety include 
depression, sleep disorders, nutritional deficiencies, 
smoking, adrenal gland disorders, thyroid disorders, and 
some medications.[11] However, it seems that, in today’s 
world, due to these tense lives, especially in the big cities, 
anxiety and stress are an integral part of everyday life and 
should be coped with in some ways.

Stress and anxiety are of the serious illnesses of our 
time. Fortunately, many ways are currently available to 
overcome stress and mental stress, such as yoga, relaxation, 
and massage. In addition, there is a completely different 
natural way of controlling adverse emotions and anxiety, 
i.e., phytotherapy.[12,13] Medicinal plants include certain 
plants that are cultivated and sold in shops and supermarkets 
for therapeutic purposes after drying.[14,15] Some plants are 
found in the environment and nature, many of which play a 
significant role in the treatment of diseases[16-18] Human has 
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been aware of some medicinal plant properties for thousands 
of years and used them to treat diseases.[19-21] Each medicinal 
plant contains one or more active ingredients according to 
which the application of the plant is determined. Chemical 
drugs lead to side effects, which is the reason for considering 
medicinal plants valuable even after centuries.[22-24] Medicinal 
plants also offer many health benefits, and their uses mostly 
have been confirmed recently.[25-28] In fact, herbal drugs have 
been used to treat many illnesses for many thousands of years 
and their uses cause beneficial effects.[27,29] These plants may 
act by their antioxidant activity or other mechanisms.[30-40] In 
this article, the use of medicinal plants in the pharmaceutical 
industry and for the treatment of anxiety has been addressed.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

In this study, the keywords such as medicinal plants, herbal 
drugs, traditional medicine, and anxiety were used to search 
for related articles. The databases Scopus, PubMed, ISI, 
Google Scholar, SID, and Magiran were searched for relevant 
articles.

RESULTS

One of the issues that many people today are struggling with 
is stress and anxiety. Meanwhile, Iran is among the countries 
where traditional medicine and the use of medicinal herbs 
have a very long history. There are many plants that have 
sedative and anti-stress properties.

Based on the results, plants such as Valeriana officinalis, 
Passiflora incarnata, Rosmarinus officinalis, Lavandula 
angustifolia, Hypericum perforatum, Mentha piperita, 
Matricaria chamomilla, Glycyrrhiza glabra, Melissa 
officinalis, Crataegus aronia, Humulus lupulus, Echium 
amoenum, Prunus dulcis, Foeniculum vulgare, etc., are 
some of the flora that, in the references, are recommended to 
control anxiety [Table 1].

DISCUSSION

Anxiety is a natural feeling in people that everyone 
experiences in his/her life. Stress, anxiety, mental pressure, 
worry and apprehension, and worry about being late, failure, 
the future, and misery, occupational and educational stress, 
as well as 1000 other reasons cause anxiety to keep all 
over the person trapped. To overcome the anxiety and other 
neuropsychological disorders, a number of herbal drugs are 
used.[41] Usually, these plants are used as tea and sometimes 
used in combination with one or more plants. Based on 
the results, plants such as V. officinalis, P. incarnata, R. 
officinalis, L. angustifolia, H. perforatum, M. piperita, M. 
chamomilla, G. glabra, M. officinalis, C. aronia, H. lupulus, 
E. amoenum, P. dulcis, F. Vulgare, and C. sinensis are some 

of the flora that, in the references, are recommended to 
control anxiety.

The mechanisms by which herbal drugs are effective against 
anxiety are not fully clear. Actually, the explanations for 
the mechanism involved in various types of anxiety are 
inadequate. Dysregulation of some specific neurotransmitters 
including gamma-aminobutyric acid, dopamine, and 
serotonin has been suggested as the most important probable 
causes of anxiety disorders.[41,42] However, these suggestions 
are based mostly on the results of pharmacological 
examinations, and no clinical trial demonstrated these 
changes in neurotransmitters mentioned as the main factors 
of anxiety. This is the main factor why the mechanisms 
involved in medicinal plants in the treatment of anxiety are 
not clear, too. It also may explain why anxiety treatment 
is often ineffective. The prevalence of lifetime anxiety 
disorders reaches more than 16% worldwide.[43] Hence, great 
efforts have been made to distinguish the causes of anxiety. 
Benzodiazepines, serotonin-specific reuptake inhibitors, and 
other antidepressants are among the drugs that are usually 
prescribed to patients suffering from anxiety disorders.[44] 
Therefore, medicinal plants effective on anxiety disorders 
may have the same mechanism as these drugs.

It should be noted that there is a positive correlation between 
oxidative status and level of anxiety. There is a correlation 
between the level of anxiety and related genes expression 
in mice brain as well as glutathione reductase 1 and 
glyoxalase 1 which usually protect brain cells from oxidative 
damage.[45] The imbalance between free radicals and 
antioxidants is important in maintaining healthy biological 
activities.[46,47] This imbalance induces oxidative stress which, 
in turn, can cause many chronic and acute diseases including 
anxiety, neurodegenerative diseases, cancer, cardiovascular 
disorders, and inflammation.[48-55] There is also a correlation 
between intracellular redox status and the level of anxiety in 
mice.[56] Therefore, medicinal plants which have antioxidant 
activity may have antianxiety property. Most of the introduced 
plants in this article have antioxidant activities. There are also 
a lot of other plants with antioxidant activity which with this 
hypothesis they should have antianxiety, too.[57-59]

In spite of the numerous classes of drugs that are available 
for the treatment of anxiety and depression, full remission 
has remained elusive. The emerging clinical cases have 
shown increasing interests among health practitioners and 
patients in phytomedicine. The development of anxiolytic 
and antidepressant drugs of plant origin takes advantage 
of multidisciplinary approach including but not limited 
to ethnopharmacological survey (careful investigation of 
folkloric application of medicinal plant) and phytochemical 
and pharmacological studies. The selection of a suitable plant 
for a pharmacological study is a basic and very important 
step. Relevant clues to achieving this step include traditional 
use, chemical composition, toxicity, randomized selection, or 
a combination of several criteria. Medicinal plants have been 
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continued to be a rich source of biomolecule with therapeutic 
values for the treatment of anxiety and depression.
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Valeriana officinalis Caprifoliaceae Sonboloteib Valeriana officinalis is fragrant and its aroma is 
one of the best anti‑stress and sedative herbal 
remedies. This effect ultimately reduces anxiety.

Passiflora incarnata Passifloraceae Gole saati The fruit and flowers of Passiflora incarnata plant 
are one of the best anti‑stress and sedative herbal 
medicines used to relieve insomnia.

Rosmarinus officinalis Lamiaceae Rozmari This plant that is very fragrant is used, in 
aromatherapy, as an analgesic and antidepressant 
agent. This effect ultimately reduces anxiety.

Lavandula angustifolia Lamiaceae Ostokhodous Lavandula angustifolia is one of the medicinal plants 
whose consumption reduces irritability and anxiety 
and is sedative. Lavender is used to relieve tiredom, 
is sedative, and is used to treat difficulties falling 
asleep.

Hypericum perforatum Hypericaceae Gole raei Hypericum perforatum is one of the medicinal plants 
that are used to reduce anxiety and stress and to 
treat depression and is also sedative. This effect 
ultimately reduces anxiety.

Mentha piperita Labiatae Nana Mentha piperita is one of the medicinal plants that 
are used to reduce and relieve stress and anxiety.

Matricaria chamomilla Asteraceae Babouneh Chamomile is one of the medicinal plants that are 
used to reduce and relieve stress and anxiety.

Glycyrrhiza glabra Fabaceae Shirin bayan Licorice is one of the medicinal plants that are used 
to reduce and relieve stress and anxiety.

Melissa officinalis Lamiaceae Badranjbouyeh Lemon balm is one of the medicinal plants that are 
used to reduce and relieve stress and anxiety.

Crataegus aronia Rosaceae Zalzalak Hawthorn has a sedative property. This plant and its 
active ingredients reduce heartbeat, nervous states, 
irritability, or extreme feelings and adjust heart rate, 
and the plant is, therefore, anxiolytic.

Humulus lupulus Cannabaceae Razak This plant is a natural sedative and hypnotic agent. 
This effect ultimately reduces anxiety.

Echium amoenum Boraginaceae Gav zaban This plant, when combined with Valeriana officinalis, 
is refreshing, eliminates stress, and is anxiolytic.

Prunus dulcis Rosaceae Badam Prunus dulcis or Almond is rich in certain nutrients, 
including omega‑3 fatty acids, which increases 
tolerance and helps to treat anxiety and depression.

Foeniculum vulgare Apiaceae Razianeh Fennel is effective in anxiety due to phytoestrogens, 
which seem to work through neurobiological 
systems such as GABA A receptors. This effect 
ultimately reduces anxiety.

Camellia sinensis Theaceae Chaye sabz Green tea contains L‑theanine, which helps to 
reduce heart rate, lower blood pressure, and reduce 
anxiety.

GABA: Gamma‑aminobutyric acid 
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