Ginseng

Operational Risks (Color Denotes Quality of Evidence)
Generally considered safe

Scientific Names:  Panax ginseng, Panax quinquefolium

Other Names: Chinese ginseng, American ginseng, Korean ginseng

Common uses: Ginseng has been used for centuries for multiple disorders of nearly every system.  It has enjoyed continued popularity as a tonic for general strengthening, improved mental capacity, and to improve sexual drive and performance.

Actions:   Panax species of ginseng elaborate a group of compounds refereed to as ginsenosides that seem to have modest activity in man.  Some studies have demonstrated improved HDL cholesterol, increases in hemoglobin and hematocrit in post-operative patients, and modest CNS effects (both stimulatory and depressive).  Conclusive controlled studies demonstrating beneficial effects are lacking. 

Ginseng products are particularly susceptible to differences in content.  They are often a mixture of "Ginseng" which may include Eleutherococcus spp. that contains no ginsenosides.  Products adulterated with phenylbutazone and other substances have been reported.  

Toxicity:  A case report exists of  "Ginseng Abuse Syndrome" of sleeplessness, hypertonia and edema after prolonged (3 year) massive overdose.  Adverse effects at normal or slightly supernormal doses have not been reported.
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