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Health Canada warns that certain prescription medica-
tions should not be used in combination with St

John’s wort (Hypericum perforatum). St John’s wort,
an herbal product available without a prescrip-
tion at supermarkets, pharmacies, and
health food stores, is promoted as a treat-
ment for mild depression, insomnia, ner-
vousness, and neuralgic pain.

St John’s wort appears to decrease
the blood levels of other dr ugs
administered concomitantly and to
af fect their availability to neuro-
transmitters in the brain. It  is
important, then, that health care
professionals question their
patients about use of St John’s
wort before issuing drug prescrip-
tions or while monitoring ef fec-
tiveness of treatment.

Several drugs show characteris-
tic changes when they interact with
St John’s wort. These changes could
well af fect all drugs in each drug
classification. Combined use is not rec-
ommended for the following reasons.
• If plasma levels of HIV-1 protease

inhibitors (eg, indinavir, ritonavir, and
saquinavir) drop when administered with St
John’s wort, HIV suppression can be lost and
drug resistance can develop.

• Because HIV non-nucleoside reverse transcriptase
inhibitors (eg, delaviridine and nevirapine) are metabo-
lized similarly to protease inhibitors, interactions with St
John’s wort are suspected on theoretical grounds.

• Plasma levels of digoxin are reduced when administered
with St John’s wort. Inotropic effect in heart failure or

rate control in atrial fibrillation or flutter can be
reduced.

• Cases of decreased plasma levels and acute organ
transplant rejection have been reported when

cyclosporine is administered with St John’s
wort.

• Cases of reduced anticoagulant effect
and need for increased doses have

been repor ted when war farin is
administered with St John’s wort.
• Decreased plasma levels and
need for increased doses have
been reported when theophylline
is administered with St John’s
wort.
• Cases of breakthrough bleed-
ing (and thus a theoretical risk of
unwanted pregnancy) have been
reported when oral contraceptives
are administered with St John’s
wort.

• Some cases of “serotonin syn-
drome” (nausea, vomiting, restless-

ness, dizziness, tremor, and headache)
have been reported when St John’s wort

is used with such antidepressants as
selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors and

nefazodone.
• Interactions with antiepileptic drugs (eg, pheny-

toin, carbamazepine, and phenobarbital) are suspected
on theoretical grounds.
On its own, St John’s wort has not demonstrated sub-

stantial health risks. Experts recommend, however, that
physicians routinely ask patients whether they are taking
any over-the-counter medications or natural health prod-
ucts before prescribing drugs for them.
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