
M
ATERIA M

EDICA

ognitive issues, a growing 
concern for Americans, can 
really put a wrench in a person’s 
quality of life. Alzheimer’s 
disease and other forms of 
dementia typically begin to 

affect older adults as early as age 60, and up 
to 50% of Americans over age 85 exhibit signs 
of Alzheimer’s (CDC 2011). But cognition 
isn’t just an “old person’s” process. Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) has 
risen steadily over the past two decades and 
can affect all ages (CDC 2014). Less serious 
concerns – like menopausal brain fog, cognitive 
aging, and everyday memory glitches – affect 
many more. Memory and focus issues may 
seem inevitable, but a growing body of evidence 
shows us that we can slow, stall, and possibly 
even reverse many cognitive issues with diet and 
lifestyle changes, as well as herbal medicine.

Our cognitive wellbeing closely ties in with 
circulation, inflammation, oxidation, stress, 
and the vitality of the nervous system. Diet, 
lifestyle, and herbs are well-suited to address 
these concerns. One small yet inspiring clinical 
study found that customized, multifaceted 
programs reversed Alzheimer’s symptoms and 
other cognitive impairments within six months 
in nine out of ten patients (Bredesen 2014). A 
holistic protocol addresses the individual’s weak 
spots in an effort to prevent further dysfunction 
and bring the body back into balance.

Diet and Lifestyle Changes 
for Cognitive Support
Many aspects of the American lifestyle play a role 
in mental decline, including insufficient sleep, too 
much stress and multitasking, and not enough time 
allotted for relaxation, social time, and exercise. 
Adequate sleep, regular meditation, and exercise 
are three simple non-invasive lifestyle therapies 
with strong scientific evidence for their ability 
to benefit cognition. Numerous studies ¬¬link 
sleep deprivation and sleep disorders to reduced 
cognitive performance for children, college 
students, and adults (Hunter et al. 2016, Wang 
et al. 2016, Cohen-Zion et al. 2016, Kreutzmann 
et al. 2015, Inouye et al. 2000). Regular aerobic 
exercise can increase brain volume, stimulate 
the body to produce more neurons, and protect 
neurons from damage (Colcombe et al. 2006, 
Yuan et al. 2015). Aerobic exercise and resistance 
training also give a cognitive boost to high school 
students (Harveson et al. 2015). Elders who 
regularly read, play board games, play musical 
instruments, and dance have the lowest risk of 
developing dementia (Verghese et al. 2003).

Diet quality can also have a tremendous 
positive or negative effect on brain function. 
The Mediterranean-DASH Intervention for 
Neurodegenerative Delay (MIND) Diet has been 
shown to reduce the risk of cognitive decline 
and Alzheimer’s by 54%. It emphasizes green 
leafy vegetables, all other vegetables, nuts, 
berries, beans, whole grains, fish, poultry, olive 
oil, and wine while avoiding red meat, butter 
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and margarine, cheese, pastries and sweets, and 
fried or fast food (Noe-Pagán 2015). Functional 
foods and dietary supplements can also be 
helpful to address nutrient deficiencies linked 
to poor cognitive health, including vitamin D, 
omega-3 fatty acids, B vitamins including vitamin 
B12, and iron. Food additives like colorings, 
sugar, and food sensitivities and allergies can 
also play a role in cognitive issues, particularly 
in ADHD (Sonuga-Barke et al. 2013).

Many pharmaceutical drugs negatively 
affect cognition and herbal practitioners 
should be on the lookout for memory lapses 
that could relate to medications. Drugs 
known to negatively affect cognition include 
anticholinergics, benzodiazepines, hypnotics, 
antihistamines, antipsychotics, and statins 
(AGS 2012, FDA 2015). While clients should 
not go off of medications without the doctor’s 
approval, herbalists can empower their clients 
with the knowledge of potential side effects and 
the questions to ask the doctor to determine 
if they should cease or change medication. 

Nootropic Herbs
We can categorize several herbs as nootropics, 
or “memory-enhancing” herbs. They work in a 
variety of ways. Some improve transmission or 
levels of desirable neurotransmitters, the electrical 

signals that allow the brain to maintain mood, 
cognitive abilities, and overall function. Many 
nootropic herbs improve circulation, which allows 
nutrients into the brain and waste to be more 
efficiently filtered out. Oxidation and inflammation 
are two processes known to worsen cognitive 
health and are associated with diseases like 
Alzheimer’s, contributing to beta amyloid plaque 
and “tangles” in the neural forest that impair the 
neurotransmitter transmission. Therefore, herbs 
with antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties 
also benefit the brain and have nootropic actions. 
Here are my three favorite nootropic herbs.

Centella asiatica (gotu kola) 
leaf and whole plant
This ivy-like herb in the parsley family shows 
great promise for a wide range of cognitive issues. 
Revered since antiquity in the Ayurvedic healing 
tradition, Sanskrit texts claim that drinking gotu 
kola juice imparts immediate benefits, with 
long-term use contributing to near-photogenic 
memory. Traditional and scientifically validated 
actions include antianxiety, stress-relieving, and 
circulation-enhancing properties. Preliminary 
modern research on animals and humans is 
promising for this multifaceted adaptogen. 
Studies suggest that gotu kola works at least in 
part by improving mitochondrial function and 
acting as a neuroprotective, antioxidant, and 
anti-inflammatory, and by lessening beta amyloid 
plaque’s negative effects (Gray et al. 2016, Gray 
et al. 2015, Gray et al. 2014, Shinomol et al. 
2011). Working memory and mood improved 
for participants who took 750mg of gotu kola 
extract daily for two months (Wattanathorn et 
al. 2008); mentally retarded children showed 
better memory and overall mental ability, and 
healthy adults had a reduced startle response 
to loud noises (Shinomol et al. 2011).

Gotu kola is a good candidate to use in formula 
for all ages, including children; complimentary 
herbs for children include lemon balm, milky oat 
seed, bacopa, and hawthorn. Market quality varies 
widely, and gotu kola can be contaminated with 
E.coli and similar feces-related pathogens due 
to its favored sludgy growing conditions. Grow 
your own to eat daily as a nasturtium-like green, 
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juice, dry for tea, or make into tincture. It can be 
difficult to grow from seed but is easily divided and 
increasingly available from well-stocked medicinal 
herb growers. Gotu kola thrives in extremely rich 
soil, constant moisture, dappled sun, and plenty 
of warmth. Grow it as a groundcover or in hanging 
pots, and bring it indoors during winter in cold 
climates. When purchasing dried gotu kola, seek 
certified organic herb from reputable sources that 
test for microbes and contaminants. Both gotu kola 
and bacopa are sold under the ambiguous name 
“brahmi,” so be sure to get the correct species. 
When in doubt, check the Latin name. Gotu 
kola has a good safety record, though it is likely 
inappropriate when trying to get pregnant. Three 
reports of gotu kola-induced liver toxicity all involve 
a Mexican weight loss product and are likely due 
to adulteration (Gardner and McGuffin 2013).

Bacopa monnieri (bacopa) aerial parts
This Ayurvedic herb shares many similarities 
with gotu kola, including the common name 
“brahmi.” Both prefer moist soil, and both improve 
memory while relieving anxiety without sedation. 
Bacopa offers antioxidant, neuroprotective 
effects, reduces beta amyloid plaque, and limits 
acetylcholinesterase, an enzyme that decreases 
the levels of the important neurotransmitter 
acetylcholine (Shinomol et al. 2011, Peth-Nui et al. 
2012, Aguiar and Borowski 2013). Bacopa boasts 
more clinical research than gotu kola, albeit with 
mixed results. In one review of six well-designed 
randomized, placebo-controlled studies, adults 
and elders who took 300 to 450mg of bacopa 
extract daily for 12 weeks had the greatest 
improvement in memory free recall with limited 
results in other cognitive tests (Pase et al. 2012). 
A more recent review of nine studies concluded 
that bacopa improved cognition, particularly 
speed of attention, as well as decreasing choice 
reaction time (Kongkeaw et al. 2014). A handful 
of studies found bacopa beneficial for school-
aged children, particularly those with ADHD, 
with significant improvements in immediate 
memory, perception, reaction/performance 
times, learning, and memory tasks (Shinomol 
et al. 2011). More clinical bacopa research is 
underway (Kean et al. 2015; Stough et al. 2013). 

Bacopa appears to be safe and well tolerated 
by a variety of age groups. While it is possible to 
grow bacopa, plants can be hard to find. Check 
the Latin name, because other species do not 
necessarily offer the same benefits as Bacopa 
monnieri. Seek organic dried herb or products from 
reputable companies to use as a tincture or pill; 
the flavor is iffy for tea. Bacopa tincture turns to 
sludge within a few years, probably due to tannins 
binding to other constituents in the plant and 
precipitating out. Consider adding 10% glycerin 
and/or refreshing your stock every year or two.

Camellia sinensis (green tea) leaf
Popularized by monks for its benefits during 
meditation and for overall wellbeing, green tea 
has become one of the most widely consumed 
beverages in the world. All beverages made from 
the tea plant offer similar benefits, but more 
processing of the leaf reduces antioxidants while 
increasing caffeine content. Along the continuum, 
white and green tea are less processed, while 
oolong and black tea are more so. Most of the 
research into tea’s benefits have focused on green 
tea, but white tea probably works just as well. Green 
tea has been found to increase brain activity and 
working memory scores on cognitive tasks for a 
small group of healthy adults (Schmidt et al. 2014). 
In elderly patients with mild to severe dementia, 
taking a green tea supplement equivalent to two to 
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four cups of tea daily for three months improved 
dementia assessment scores and short-term 
memory (Ide et al. 2014). Although most of the 
clinical research of green tea is of a special extract, 
several epidemiological studies have found a 
correlation between populations who consume 
more green tea and better cognitive function. 
Green tea improves circulation and cardiovascular 
health, is rich in antioxidants, is neuroprotective, 
and boosts energy via caffeine while quelling 
anxiety via theanine. For those who don’t tolerate 
caffeine, organic, naturally decaffeinated green 
tea offers similar benefits. The tea appears to be 
very safe except for caffeine-related issues. Green 
tea extracts, though often shown to be effective 
in studies, are also associated with liver toxicity 
(Gardner and McGuffin 2013). Green tea tinctures 
are less commonly used (except as a synergist 
in blends) and are best taken with a meal.

Mint-Family 
(Lamiaceae) 
Aromatic Herbs
Some of our most 
popular aromatic mint-
family herbs have also 
been shown to boost 
memory and cognition, 
both via inhalation 
and via ingestion. 
Acetylcholinesterase 
(AChE) inhibiting 
activity of rosemarinic 
acid appears to be partly 
responsible for these 
benefits (Topcu and 
Kusman 2014, Vladimir-
Knezevic et al. 2014). 
This enzyme breaks 
down acetylcholine, 
an important 
neurotransmitter that 
helps the body control 
muscles and also plays a 
role in arousal, attention, 
and motivation. Low 
acetylcholine levels are 
associated with poor 

memory and Alzheimer’s disease, so inhibiting 
the enzyme allow more acetylcholine to remain 
in the brain. These mint family herbs also tend 
to improve mood, decrease inflammation, and 
have antioxidant effects (Kennedy and Scholey 
2006). In addition to lemon balm and rosemary, 
which I discuss below, other mint-family herbs 
with good scientific evidence for memory 
and cognition include sage, spearmint, and 
peppermint. Research on these aromatic herbs 
gives new depth to age-old sayings like “wise 
sage” and “rosemary for remembrance.” 

Melissa officinalis (lemon balm) leaves
This gently uplifting yet calming herb seems to be 
particularly useful for memory and attention and 
is a great choice when hyperactivity or agitation 
interferes with focus. At the highest doses, lemon 
balm’s calming effects occasionally hamper 
alertness, while the lower doses achieve both 
calming and uplifting actions. Since lemon balm’s 
effects are noticeable within just an hour, you can 
easily play with the dose to find the right amount for 
the individual. In a randomized, double-blind study 
of 20 healthy volunteers, one 1,600mg capsule of 
crude organic dried leaf of lemon balm improved 
mental performance and calmness in just one 
hour. Lower doses of lemon balm were beneficial, 
but the subjects were not as fast on timed memory 
and rapid visual performance tasks (Kennedy et 
al. 2003). A similar study of young, healthy adults 
found better accuracy of attention and calmness yet 
greater alertness at modest doses rather than a high 
dose (Kennedy et al. 2002). In a placebo-controlled 
study, lemon balm essential oil cream applied to 
the arms and legs of patients with severe dementia 
significantly reduced agitation and improved quality 
of life, increasing the percentage of time engaged 
in constructive activities versus being socially 
withdrawn (Ballard et al. 2002). More recently, 
researchers made functional foods by adding lemon 
balm extract to drinks and yogurt and found that 
they produced anti-stress, mood-enhancing, and 
cognition-improving benefits within a few hours, 
including increased word recognition, decreased 
anger, and less anxiety. This study also found that 
lower-dose foods had better effects than high-
dose foods in some cases (Scholey et al. 2014). 
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Lemon balm is a popular, safe herb for 
youngsters, and it’s no surprise that studies 
have also found it useful for ADHD in children, 
especially in combination with valerian 
(Berdonces 2001, Ross 2015). In one study, lemon 
balm and valerian reduced school children’s poor 
ability to focus from 75% to 14%, hyperactivity 
from 61% to 13%, and impulsiveness from 59% 
to 22% (Gromball et al. 2014). I prefer a 1:2 fresh 
leaf tincture made with 70% to 95% alcohol. 
Refresh the stock every few years, as it loses 
potency and lemon flavor more quickly than 
most tinctures. Homemade tinctures tend to 
be more effective than store-bought, probably 
due to freshness. Teas, capsules, standardized 
extracts, and even topical preparations also 
offer benefits, so you can easily match the 
remedy to the client’s preference. Note that true 
lemon balm essential oil, while amazing, is also 
incredibly expensive and often adulterated.

Rosmarinus officinalis (rosemary) leaf
Ancient Greek students who braided rosemary 
into their hair during exams were onto something. 
Rosemary inhibits AChE, improves circulation, 
and is a potent antioxidant and anti-inflammatory 
herb. More is not necessarily better. A food-like 
dose of 750mg of rosemary improved memory 
speed in older adults, but higher doses actually 
worsened memory (Pengelly et al. 2012). An 
aromatherapy study compared rosemary inhalation 
to lavender inhalation and a “no odor” control. The 
rosemary group was significantly more alert and 
performed better on memory tests while lavender 
– a noted sedating herb – worsened working 
memory performance and memory and attention 
reaction times (Moss et al. 2003). Even when 
rosemary is ingested, the aroma likely plays a role 
in its action. In a negative study on young adults 
with low energy wearing nose clips that blocked 
their sense of smell, 1.7g rosemary capsules did 
not significantly improve energy, attention, or 
fatigue mood states (Lindheimer et al. 2013). 

Rosemary is an ideal synergist in memory 
formulas as 5% to 15% of the blend, especially 
when stagnation, inflammation, poor circulation, 
or weak digestion are also present in the client. In 
a study comparing the neuroprotective properties 

of bacopa and rosemary, the combination was 
significantly more beneficial than either alone 
(Ramachandran et al. 2014). I encourage clients to 
use a sprig or two of rosemary daily in tea, water, 
or food. It’s easy to grow in the garden, at least 
as an annual, and it can be grown in pots indoors 
with careful attention. Tincture rosemary fresh, 
1:2 in 95% alcohol. Several commercial memory 
formulas include rosemary as an ingredient.

Nerve Trophorestorative Herbs
These herbs have tonic, protective, and 
restorative effects for the nervous system, 
including cognition, memory, and attention. 
The two remedies below have very different 
modes of action and clinical indications, but all 
are worth considering in cognition protocols.

Rhodiola rosea (rhodiola) root
Many of the herbs we have discussed previously 
– gotu kola, bacopa, lemon balm, green tea – also 
offer calming effects. Rhodiola, on the other hand, 
is much more stimulating. As a stress-modulating 
adaptogen and neuroprotective herb, rhodiola 
boosts both physical and mental energy, and I find it 
helpful for clients who need a little kick in the pants, 
as well as for women with menopausal brain fog. 
Rhodiola boasts a long history of use in Hungary 
and Siberia, where taking it regularly is believed to 
help you live to be 100 years old. In spite of research 
suggesting rhodiola benefits people with anxiety, I 
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find it too stimulating for anyone prone to agitation, 
anxiety, insomnia, or mania, and I recommend it 
far away from bedtime. Combining rhodiola with 
caffeine synergizes its energizing effects, for better 
or worse. Rhodiola is fast-acting and can be taken 
as needed or in lower doses for long-term use. 

Hundreds of studies have been done 
on rhodiola, yet only a small percentage are 
randomized clinical trials. Those testing the herb’s 
ability to alleviate mental and stress-induced fatigue 
have generally been positive (Ishague et al. 2012). 
In one study, students performed better during 
stressful exams while taking rhodiola (Spasov et 
al. 2000). In another, hospital night shift workers 
were less fatigued and had better mental function 
(Darbinyan et al. 2000). Rhodiola is generally 
taken in 100 to 400mg capsules daily or as a 1:5 
dry plant tincture made with 50% to 60% alcohol. 
Although some herbalists report upset stomach 
as a side effect (presumably from rhodiola’s 
astringency), I have not seen this in practice and I 
frequently use this plant, usually in formula. North 
American growers are beginning to cultivate this 
finicky, high-altitude plant, but the commercial 
rhodiola supply still tends to come from China.

Hericium erinaceus (lion’s 
mane) mushroom
The gourmet lion’s mane mushroom can be 
cultivated and wildcrafted and tastes a bit like 
crab or lobster when sautéed in butter with garlic. 
Preliminary research suggests that it contains 
nerve growth factors and helps nerve cells 
regenerate, healing or reducing nerve damage 
from stroke-related ischemia or peripheral 
nerve injury, improving cognition, and fighting 
dementia (Mori et al. 2008, Samberkar et al. 2015, 
Sabaratnam et al. 2013, Raman et al. 2015, Lee et 
al. 2014, Wong et al. 2014). Cognitive function 
significantly improved in Japanese elders with mild 
cognitive impairment compared to those taking 
a placebo; subjects took four 250mg tablets of dry 
lion’s mane powder daily for 16 weeks, with some 
effects seen at eight weeks (Mori et al. 2009). The 
effects diminished once treatment ended, which 
suggests that you need to keep taking lion’s mane 
for cognitive issues related to aging. Lion’s mane is 
worth considering when cognitive issues relate to 

damaged nerves from injury, aging, or pathogens 
like Lyme disease. Although most of the research 
revolves around lion’s mane, herbalists report 
similar results with other species of Hericium.

Formulating for Cognitive Wellbeing
These herbs are just a few of the useful and 
promising herbal therapies for cognitive 
wellbeing. There are a number of other herbs 
that we could consider. For example, Ginkgo 
biloba (ginkgo) standardized leaf extract offers 
nootropic, microcirculation-enhancing, and 
antioxidant properties; it is among the best studied 
herbs for dementia and Alzheimer’s disease, 
although study results have been mixed. I prefer 
the previously mentioned herbs for a wider 
range of constitutions and cognitive issues. 

Added to these herbal cognitive aids, many 
of our favorite adaptogenic and nervine herbs 
work beautifully and supportively in a formula, 
including: Avena sativa (milky oat seed), Ocimum 
sanctum syn O. tenuiflorum (holy basil or tulsi) 
leaf, Withania somnifera (ashwagandha) root, 
Ganoderma spp. (reishi) mushroom, Crataegus 
spp. (hawthorn) leaf/flower/berry, and Hypericum 
perforatum (St. John’s-wort) flowers and buds. A 
good cognitive formula balance would include 
50-70% primary cognitive herbs with 30-40% 
supportive herbs and 1-10% flavorful synergists 
geared towards the individual’s constitution (such 
as cacao, rosemary, nutmeg, turmeric, or ginger).

I often add flower essences directly to my 
herbal formulas – three to five drops each of one to 
five different essences. Some of my favorite flower 
essences for cognitive issues include comfrey (deep 
healing from traumatic injuries), lowbush blueberry 
(resiliency), lavender (calm), red maple (physical 
vigor and circulation), nasturtium (increased life 
force), celandine (clarity), cosmos (integration of 
information), and dill (relieving sensory overload). 
Even though flower essences represent a different 
realm of herbal medicine and are generally not 
well researched, they take up little space in the 
bottle and add a little something special to the 
mix (Tolf 2015). As herbalists, we are fortunate 
to have a wide range of natural remedies at our 
disposal to assist clients as they also make diet and 
lifestyle changes in support of cognitive health.
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