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Depression: Does hypericum (St John's wort) help?

IQWiG

Some St John’s wort products can relieve mild to moderate
depression in the short term. They have not been proven to
have the same effect in severe depression, though. Adverse
effects are less common with St John’s wort products than
they are with some other antidepressants. But there may be
drug-drug interactions.
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Some St John’s wort products can relieve mild to
moderate depression in the short term. They have not
been proven to have the same effect in severe depression,
though. Adverse effects are less common with St John's
wort products than they are with some other
antidepressants. But there may be drug-drug interactions.

An estimated one out of six people suffer from depression
at some point in their life. Depression is different from just
being sad or feeling a bit moody or "blue". Typical signs of
depression include feeling very low for at least two weeks
and losing interest in things you usually enjoy. People who
are depressed usually sleep badly, feel exhausted and have
problems coping with everyday life. They lose their
self-confidence and often withdraw from activities.
Concentrating is difficult, and they have very negative
thoughts about themselves.

Depression can be a single episode that lasts for weeks or
months. Sometimes it will go away by itself, but often it
will stay (chronic depression) or get worse. It is not
uncommon for people to have recurring episodes of
depression: many of those who have had depression in the
past have it again later on in life. Depending on the
number and severity of symptoms, depression is classified
as mild, moderate or severe. Severe depression is a very
serious illness, and people with severe depression are at
risk of suicide. Click here (URL:
http://www.informedhealthonline.org/index.559.en.html) to
find out about the possible symptoms of depression.

Treatment options for depression

Depression can be treated with psychological therapies
and/or drugs called antidepressants. People with milder
depression often use herbal remedies, including ones with
St John’s wort extracts in them. The Latin name for St John’s
wort (hypericum perforatum) is also often used for St John’s
wort products.

As with most herbal medicines (phytopharmaceuticals),
there is a wide variety of products made from hypericum
on the market, with very different doses and ingredients. So
there is no guarantee that the hypericum products you can
buy have the same effect as the extracts that have been
tested in trials. A lot of products only have a very small
dose of hypericum in them.

The regulations in Germany changed at the beginning of

April 2009, so that some hypericum products are now only
available on prescription. This only affects those for
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moderate depression though. The hypericum products
that are used for other things, such as mild depression, are
still available without a prescription.

You can read more about complementary (or
"alternative") products like St John’s wort or hypericum in
our fact sheet (URL:
http://www.informedhealthonline.org/index.383.en.html) .

Research on the effect of hypericum

A group of researchers from the Cochrane Collaboration
looked for trials that tested hypericum products to find out
whether they can relieve depression in adults, and how
they compare to other drugs for depression. They
included a total of 29 trials in their analysis, involving
about 5,500 participants: 12 trials compared hypericum
with a dummy treatment (placebo), 11 trials compared it
with other antidepressants, and 6 trials compared it with
both another antidepressant and a placebo. The trials
lasted between 4 and 12 weeks and tested very different
hypericum products in various doses. Most of the people
in the trials had mild or moderate depression, and some
of them had severe depression. About 7 out of 10 of the
people in the trials were women (70%).

The results for people with mild to moderate depression

The hypericum extracts used in the trials were found to
relieve mild to moderate depression better than placebo
treatment did. Trials that compared hypericum with other
antidepressants showed a similar effect for both
treatments. They did not look at all of the antidepressants
that are commonly used nowadays, though.

One serious problem with the trials is that the participants
were only monitored for a few weeks. But depression
often lasts longer or comes back after a while. So an
important question for people with depression is whether
hypericum products help in the longer term or can
prevent further episodes of depression. The research that
has been done so far cannot answer these questions.

Also, this may not be true for every hypericum product
because the many products you can buy have different
ingredients. In most of the trials the participants used
doses between 500 mg and 1,200 mg per day. But there
was not enough information from the trials to say how the
different extracts compare with each other or what the
best dose is.
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The results for people with major depression

The researchers did not find any evidence that hypericum
helps in severe depression. Severe depression is a serious
illness, and it is unlikely that self-treatment with hypericum
alone will help. Click here (URL:
http://www.gesundheitsinformation.de/depression.308.56.en.html)
to find out more about other treatment options for
depression, including various other antidepressants or
psychological treatments.

Adverse effects and interactions with other drugs

Hypericum products can cause adverse effects such as
nausea, minor skin irritations, sensitivity to light
(photosensitivity) and headaches. Some people are allergic
to these products too. But they are somewhat less likely to
cause adverse effects than other antidepressants, such as
SSRIs (selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors) or tricyclic
antidepressants.

The biggest safety concern with hypericum products,
however, is that they might interact with other medicines.
In other words, taking hypericum products at the same time
as other medicines could increase or reduce the effect of
those drugs. In particular, hypericum might reduce the
effect of drugs which slow down blood clotting (like
warfarin, or “Marcumar”), which could increase the risk of
blood clots. Hypericum also weakens the effect of drugs
that influence the immune system (like cyclosporine, which
suppresses the immune system). And there is some
evidence that it can stop the contraceptive pill from
working properly.

Because taking herbal products like hypericum together
with other medicines can lead to problems, people who are
taking several medicines should be aware of possible
interactions between them. If you are taking other
medications, it is also important that your doctor knows if
you are using, or are planning to use, hypericum.

Author: German Institute for Quality and Efficiency in
Health Care (IQWiG)
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Glossary
Cochrane Collaboration

The Cochrane Collaboration is an international network of
thousands of researchers and others. They work together in
teams called Cochrane Review Groups to answer questions
about health care by doing systematic reviews of evidence.
To achieve this, the members of the Collaboration have
developed systems and methods for systematically finding
and analysing the results of trials of health care
interventions. The goal of the Cochrane Collaboration is to
help patients, health care practitioners and others make
more informed decisions about health care. You can read
more about the Cochrane Collaboration at their website.

evidence

Evidence is what we call scientific proof from
well-conducted, good-quality scientific trials that have
been carefully designed to answer specific questions.
Depending on the types of questions, different scientific
research methods (types of study) are most appropriate to
find reliable answers to these questions. Randomized
controlled trials (RCTs), for example, are the best way to get
reliable evidence on the effectiveness of medical treatments
(interventions). This type of study, however, is not the best
form of evidence for all possible questions, and does not
provide the best answers to all kinds of questions, either.
Epidemiological studies, for example, are very suitable for
establishing well-founded proof for the spreading of a
disease in the population.

depression

Depression is one of the most common mental illnesses,
and it can be mild, moderate or serious. There are several
different types of depression that can be recognised by
different signs. Which symptoms of depression occur and
how strong and frequent they are vary from person to
person. People in any social or age group can be affected,
both women and men. If someone has had at least two of
the following symptoms for longer than two weeks, it might
mean that they are depressed: deep sadness; listlessness;
loss of interest in the things they usually care about.

immune system
The immune system is the body’s defense system and its

task is to protect the body against germs or degenerated
cells (like cancer cells). The immune system is very
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complex and has not been understood in every detail yet.
There are two components: the cellular immune defense
(for example “scavenger cells” and “killer cells”) and the
complement system (“antibodies”, for example).
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Sources

IQWIG health information is based on research in the international literature. We identify the most scientifically reliable
knowledge currently available, particularly so-called “systematic reviews”. These summarize and analyze the results of
scientific research on the benefits and harms of treatments and other health care interventions. You can read more about
systematic reviews and why these can provide the most trustworthy evidence about the state of knowledge here (URL:
http://www.informedhealthonline.org/index.61.en.html) . The authors of the major systematic reviews on which our
information is based are always approached to help us ensure the medical and scientific accuracy of our products.
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The German Institute for Quality and Efficiency in Health Care (IQWiG)

The German Institute for Quality and Efficiency in Health Care (IQWiG) was established by
legislation to provide evaluations of the effectiveness, quality and efficiency of healthcare
services. This includes the assessment of medicines as well as the publication of health infor-
mation for consumers and patients.

Evidence basis of our health information

Our information is based primarily on systematic reviews of the effects of health care. Syste-
matic reviews are necessary to gain an objective picture of health care. In order to do this, a
clear question is formulated. Researchers then find all the relevant studies that could answer
this question. They then evaluate those studies.

You can find a list of the evidence and other scientific literature on which this information is
based at www.informedhealthonline.org

Disclaimer

This information was prepared and published by the German Institute for Quality and Efficien-
cy in Health Care (IQWiQ). It is based on the evidence and other scientific literature available
at the time of publication. The information is intended for the use of patients in Germany. It is
not intended to for use to diagnose illnesses and the information is not intended to substitute
for medical advice.
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