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BOTANICAL MEDICINE IN THE  
SUPPORT OF ADRENAL FUNCTION 

By Dr. Michael Murray, N.D .  

Michael T. Murray. N.D. is a practicing physician 
in Kirkland. Washington. Dr. Murray is regarded 
as a leading medical researcher in the naturopathic 
profession. He is co-author of ' ' A  Textbook of 
Natural Medicine". which is the first text on 
naturopathic medicine written from a scientific per-
spective. This book is considered the definitive text in 
its field. covering the full range of the subject  in 
depth. Dr. Murray is on the faculty of John Bastyr 
College of Naturopathic Medicine in Seattle. WA, 
where he teaches Therapeutic Nutrition and Botani-
cal Medicine. 

The adrenal glands are responsible for 
maintaining the natural balance of many 
bodily functions by secreting several impor-
tant hormones. A wide variety of physiol-
ogic stimuli including stress, fasting. tem-
perature changes, infections. drugs and 
exercise cause the adrenal gland to secrete 
its hormones. An abnormal adrenal re-
sponse, either deficient or excessive hor-
mone release, significantly alters an individ-
ual's response to these stimuli. This results 
in the adrenals becoming "exhausted" as a 
result of constant demands placed upon it. 
An individual with adrenal exhaustion may 
feel "stressed out," tired and be prone to 
allergies. The following formula is designed 
to offer support and enhancement of adre-
nal gland function, particularly the adrenal 
cortex, 

Basic Anatomy and Physiology of the 
Adrenal Gland: 

The adrenal glands lie just above the kid-
neys and are composed of two distinct 
pans. the adrenal medulla and the adrenal 
cortex. The adrenal medulla 
is functionally related to the 
sympathetic nervous system, 
and secretes the hormones 
epinephrine (adrenaline) 
a n d  n o r e p i n e p h r i n e 
(noradrenaline). These 
hormones stimulate many 
body processes related to 
the fight or flight response. 
They also serve to maintain 

normal nervous control over many involun-
tary bodily functions such as heart rate. 
respiration, digestion. etc. 

The adrenal cortex secretes an entirely 
different group of hormones called corti-
costeroids. These hormones are all formed 
from cholesterol. Although all corticoster-
oids have similar chemical formulas. they 
differ in function. The three major types of 
corticosteroids are mineralconicoids. gluco-
corticoids, and 17-ketosteroids (sex hor-
mones). The glucoconicoids, mainly corti-
sol. corticosterone and cortisone. exert a 
profound effect upon the metabolism of 
glucose. These hormones can increase 
serum glucose levels and induce a state very 
similar to diabetes. There hormones also 
exert a catabolic effect on skin, muscle, and 
fat. Medicinally. glucoconicoids are used to 
suppress the immune system in the treat-
ment of allergies and to reduce inflamma-
tion. The mineralcorticoids. of which aldos-
terone is the most important, have pro-
found effect on minerals. Specifically. al-
dosterone increases the retention of sodium 
and the excretion of potassium by the 
body. The 17-ketosteroids (sex hormones) 
are also secreted by the adrenals. The pri-
mary sex hormone produced by the adrenal 
is the androgen (male hormone). dehy-
droepiandrosterone 

(DHEA). This hormone has received some 
attention recently as a possible anti-aging 
hormone. In addition there is some evi-
dence that it may have some therapeutic 
benefit in diabetes, obesity, and asthma 

Herbal Therapy for Adrenal Support 

The following herbal formula is truly a 
unique approach to enhancing adrenal 
function. It may be used alone or for even 
better results it may be used in combination 
with a raw adrenal complex. a glandu-
lar/nutritional product designed to nutri-
tionally support the adrenal gland. Compo-
nents in these formulas work synergistically 
to enhance all aspects of adrenal corticos-
teroid function including anti-allergy. anti-
inflammatory, and anti-stress actions. The 

formula I recommend is composed of Bu-
pleuri falcatum (Chinese thorough-wax), 
Glycyrrhiza glabra (licorice), Curcuma 
longa (curcumin). Panax ginseng (Korean 
ginseng), Eleutherococcus senticosus 
(Siberian ginseng) and Dioscorea mexicana 
(Mexican yam). 

Bupleuri falcatum (Chinese thoroughwax): 

Bupleuri root is an important component 
in various prescriptions in Chinese tradi-
tional medicine, particularly in remedies for 
inflammatory conditions. Recently these 
formulas have been used alone and in com-
bination with corticosteroid drugs like pred-
nisolone and prednisone to relieve inflam-
mation.2 Bupleuri has also been shown to 
enhance the activity of glucocorticoids. 

The active ingredients of bupleuri are ster-
oid-like compounds known as saikosapon-
ins. These compounds have diverse phar-
macological activities including significant 
anti-inflammatory action.3 The anti-
inflammatory activity of the saikosaponins 
is related to the increase in the release of 
glucocorticoid hormones by the adrenal 
and the resulting potentiation of their ef-
fects. The release of glucoconicoids by the 
adrenal is stimulated by the pituitary hor-
mone adrenocoticotropic hormone 
(ACTH). Bupleuri increases the release of 
glucocorticoids by increasing the pituitary 
release of ACTH.4 This is very important as 
ACTH increases the functional ability of the 
adrenal cortex. In 
co n t r a s t ,  w h e n 
conicosteroid drugs 
are given, the adrenal 
glands get smaller 
and lose much activ-
ity. Saikosaponins 
have been shown to 
prevent adrenal gland 
atrophy caused by 
corticosteroid drugs. 
If an individual is on 
corticosteroid drugs. 
they would greatly 
benefit by taking this 
formula along with 
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their medication.2 Bupleuri saikosaponins 
have other therapeutic activities including 
lowering cholesterol levels, preventing liver 
damage. improving liver functions in 
chronic hepatitis. and mild sedative/pain 
relieving action. 

Licorice (Glycyrrhiza glabra) 

Licorice appears to enhance the action of 
bupleuri and the two are almost always used 
together in traditional Chinese herbal for-
mulas. Licorice is used effectively in the treat-
ment of Addison's disease, a condition of 
severe adrenal insufficiency. Licorice also has 
significant anti-inflammatory and anti-allergy 
activity . Licorice component. arc able to 
bind to glucocorticoid receptors on cells 
and exert glucocorticoid-like effects.6.7 

Perhaps licorice's major effect is its 
ability to inhibit the breakdown of adre-
nal hormones by the l i v e r . 6,7 When used 
in combination with bupleuri. the net 
effect is increasing the number of corti-
costeroids in circulation. This results 
from bupleuri promoting secretion of 
these hormones by the adrenal glands and 
licorice's ability to inhibit the breakdown 
of these hormones by the liver. Although 
licorice enhances many actions of cortisol 
there are several actions of cortisol that 
are inhibited by licorice. Licorice inhibits 
cortisols ability to promote thymus atro-
phy increase cholesterol levels. inhibit 
ACTH secretion. and its effect on several 
different enzymes.8 Licorice has been 
used historically in the treatment of in-
flammation. allergy. asthma. and other 
conditions that put added sires, on the 
adrenals.5,6,7  

Curcumin (Curcuma longa)  

Circumin. the yellow pigment of Cur-
cuma longa (turmeric) ,  has significant 
anti-inflammatory action.9.10 Curcumin is 
though to " p r i m e"  or sensitize cellular 
receptor sites to the adrenal hormones, 
thereby potentiating adrenal hormone 
action. This is demonstrated by animal 
studies where it was discovered that cur-
cumin was not as effective an anti-
inflammatory agent in animals that had 
their adrenal glands removed. Curcumin 
has also been shown to be as effective as 
cortisone or phenylbutazone in certain 
models of inflammation. Curcumin also 
exhibits many beneficial effects on liver 
functions.6 

Korean ginseng (Panax ginseng) 

Korean ginseng is referred to as an 
"adaptogen." Specifically an adaptogen is 
an agent that (1) protects against both 
mental and physical fatigue. (2) provides 
nonspecific resistance against stress. and 
(3) normalizes an abnormal state caused 
by some excess or deficient physiological 
f a c t o r . "  M u c h  o f  g i n s e n g ' s 
"adaptogenic" activity relates to its influ-

ence on the adrenal gland. Ginseng com-
ponents have been shown to increase the 
release of ACTH. thus causing an in-
crease in the release of adrenal hormones 
as well.11,12 It appears. based on extensive 
research. ginseng acts through nervous 
system control mechanisms to adjust 
metabolic and functional systems that 
maintain homeostasis during the chal-
lenge of stresses.11,12 This is very similar 
to the way a thermostat maintains tem-
perature. Like bupleuri. ginseng potenti-
ates adrenal gland function and counter-
acts any shrinkage of the adrenal gland by 
corticosteroid drugs.11,12  Many of the 
historical uses of ginseng. particularly as a 
tonic. relate to its ability to enhance adre-
nal gland function and improve reactions 
against a variety of stresses. 

Siberian ginseng  
(Eleutherococcus senticosus) 

Like Korean ginseng. Siberian ginseng is 
also an adaptogen. Generally regarded as 
an even more effective adaptogen than 
Korean ginseng. Siberian ginseng has also 
been shown to protect against the effect, 
of physical and mental stress.12,13 Siberian 
ginseng has also been shown to improve 
the ability of humans to withstand ex-
tremely stressful conditions (heat. noise. 
motion, work load increase. exercise. 
decompression): to increase mental alert-
ness and work output: and to improve the 
quality of work under stress conditions 
and athletic performance.12,,13 Many of 
these effects  are thought to be a result of 
improved adrenal function. 

Mexican yam (Dioscorea mexicana) 

The Mexican yam is an extremely rich 
source of natural plant steroid com-
pounds that are capable of being con-
verted to steroid hormones.14 It also is a 
natural source of the adrenal hormone 
DHEA which has received some atten-
tion recently as a possible anti-aging hor-
mones . 15 In addition there is some evi-
dence that DHEA may have some thera-
peutic benefit in diabetes. obesity, and 
asthma.16,17,18 

I would recommend the following formula: 

Adren-Comp 

Bupleuri falcatum 
(Chinese Thoroughwax) ………150 mg.  
Extr. Glycyrrhiza glabra (4:1) 
(Licorice root extract)  ..................... 50 mg. 
Extr. Curcuma longa (10:1) 
(Curcumin root extract)  .................. 50 mg. 
Extr.  Panax ginseng (3:1) 
(Korean Ginseng root 
extract)………………………….100 mg.  
Extr. Eleutherococcus senticosus (5:1) 
(Siberian Ginseng root extract) 
……………………………..……100 mg.  
Extr. Dioscorea mexicana (10.1) 
(Mexican Yam extract)  .................... 100 mg 

Each capsule is equivalent to 2650 mg. 
from pure herbal extract. 
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