
Relaxation and the ability to sleep well have a reciprocal 

relationship. Relaxation and deep sleep provide a restorative 

function to the neuroendocrine system. This enhances 

resiliency and healthy response to daily life and stressors. 

According to the National Institute of Mental Health, 40 million 

adults, or about 18.1%, of adults in America, suffer from some 

type of anxiety. This is almost three times the incidence of 

depression.1 Many suffer with generalized anxiety disorder, 

which includes chronic worriers or those who experience low-

level chronic anxiety with an inability to relax. Additionally, 

people with chronic anxiety experience sleep cycle disruption 

or inability to experience a deep, restorative sleep. Inadequate 

sleep adversely affects mood, anxiety and the ability to 

function well at work and socially. This is reported to be an 

issue for over half of Americans.2 

Herbal medicine has been successfully and safely used to 

treat insomnia, calm anxiety and promote a deep restful 

sleep for thousands of years. The ancient texts of Ayurvedic, 

Chinese and other ancient medicines discuss the causes 

and differentiation between types of insomnia in relation 

to energetic systems and organ systems. These traditions 

recognized the relationship between physiological or mental/

emotional depletion, weakness or overstimulation and the 

inability to relax or sleep. They identified many causative 

factors for anxiety, mood and sleep disorders. European 

and American herbal traditions also work extensively with 

nervous system disorders, mood and sleep. Today, herbal 

practitioners utilize this valuable and timelessly pertinent 

information. In addition, modern science is investigating the 

efficacy of these herbs and other natural compounds in its 

search to provide solutions without side effects.

Foundational to any healing process is the ability to sleep well, 

which is also a key indicator of physical, cognitive and mental 

health. Sleep, characterized by quiescence and reduced 

responsiveness, offers a profoundly restorative function. 

Though sleep and its cycles are still not fully understood, we 

do know that it is regulated by complex circadian rhythms and 

homeostatic mechanisms in concert with the central nervous 

system.2 Our metabolism, hormonal levels, cellular healing 

and repair, nervous system response and other functions 

perform in a specific chronobiological rhythm. 

Circadian biorhythms are natural biological processes 

common to all living organisms attuned to cycles of night/

day. Our body’s basic biorhythm, based on cycles of activity 

and rest, is correlated with our circadian cycle. We spend an 

average of about 30% of our lives sleeping. Nighttime sleep 

is when the body does restorative and healing work at the 

cellular, organ, energetic and other levels of the system. 

Many factors influence our ability to sleep well including 

emotions, trauma, pain, excess exercise, nutrition and 

lifestyle. It is widely recognized that when our normal, 

personal circadian rhythm and sleep cycle is disrupted, a 

myriad array of health issues can ensue. Anxiety or inability 

to sleep can be temporary or can become a prolonged 

issue with inability of the nervous system to relax. When this 

progresses, our system loses its healthy resilience and ability 

to deal with stress. Biologically, the cellular, metabolic and 

neuroendocrine systems become dysfunctional. Mentally and 

emotionally we can lose touch with our creative ability to deal 

with life and become weakened. 

In traditional medicines, the term neurasthenia is used to 

describe a weakened state of the nervous system. This 

weakened state can come about as a result of prolonged 

stress and further exacerbate conditions of worry, anxiety 

and sleeplessness. Calming, restorative nervine herbs are 

renowned for proficiently helping to break this cycle. 

Our bodies operate on a foundation of simple biochemical 

reactions, which either “turn on” (stimulate or arouse) or “turn 

off” (inhibit or dampen) specific responses. This simple on-
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off process, occurring constantly in the cellular, nervous 

and endocrine systems, creates an ongoing, ever-changing 

concert of complex biochemical actions and interactions that 

maintains our homeostasis on a daily basis. 

In the neuroendocrine system and brain, this basic binary 

rhythm involves specific chemicals inducing arousal or 

activity and other chemicals exerting inhibitory or relaxing 

response. Glutamate, an excitatory compound, stimulates 

brain activity. GABA, known as a calming compound, is 

inhibitory – it calms neural activity. Elevated glutamate, due to 

increased or chronic sympathetic nervous system activation, 

can be a root cause of serotonin and GABA imbalance and 

the excess activation ultimately causes depletion of those 

beneficial compounds. Along with the amino acid glycine, 

many of the herbs featured below either act as GABA 

receptor agonists or enhance GABA levels. Low levels of 

GABA are associated with anxiety, depression and insomnia. 

Supporting healthy GABA levels in the nervous system 

enhances relaxation and the ability to sleep well.3

TYPES & EXAMPLES OF NERVINES

Nervines are a broad group of herbs that calm and restore 

balance to the nervous system. These herbs prevent or 

alleviate adverse effects from prolonged stress, overwork, 

mental/emotional strain or the inability to sleep. They both 

alleviate symptoms and restore health and resilience to the 

nervous system.

Nervines can be classified into three main groups, identified 

by their action.  

1. Nervine Tonics: Nutritive and Restorative

Two profoundly nutritive tonic nervines that are 

restorative are:

• Milky Oats (Avena sativa)

• Zizyphus Seed (Zizyphus spinosa) 

2. Nervine Relaxants: Promote Relaxation, Alleviate Symptoms

Some relaxing nervines also possess antispasmodic 

capacity, influencing a relaxation response in the 

nervous and musculoskeletal system. These herbs 

include: 

• Lemon Balm (Melissa officinalis)  

• Passion Flower (Passiflora incarnata) 

• Lavender (Lavandula angustifolia)

• Magnolia (Magnolia officinalis)   

• Saffron (Crocus sativa)

• Skullcap (Scutelleria lateriflora)  

• Kava Root (Piper methysticum)  

3. Nervine Stimulants

Although Camellia sinensis is in this category it is also 

considered a relaxant. Theanine has a positive affinity 

for the nervous system. L-theanine stimulates the 

production of alpha brain waves and is a precursor of 

GABA, helping to promote the relaxation response.

A CLASSIC NERVINE FORMULA 

The three herbs below comprise a classic nervine formula that calms the nervous 

system, induces relaxation and promotes restful sleep. 

Passion Flower (Passiflora incarnata)   

An Eclectic remedy for stress, nervousness and insomnia, especially in conditions of 

mental overwork or worry. 

Skullcap (Scutellaria lateriflora)   

Used by Native Americans and Eclectic physicians to ease stress and anxiety. The Eclectics used it to calm 

restlessness along with irritability or excitability of the nervous system. 

Wild Oats (Avena sativa)  

The milky seed of Wild Oats is known as a restorative tonic both for the nerves and for the adrenal gland system. 
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Glycine 

Glycine, a simple, nonessential amino acid and 

neurotransmitter, is metabolized in the brain. A major 

inhibitory transmitter, it plays a key role in maintaining 

healthy function of the central nervous system (CNS). 

Receptors for glycine are found throughout the vertebral 

central nervous system, in the brain stem, the spinal cord and 

throughout the tissues. Highest concentrations of glycine are 

found in the thalamus, amygdala, and substantia nigra among 

other areas.4 Glycine inhibits the release of norepinephrine, 

exerts a calming influence and is found to modulate anxiety. 

GABA, melatonin, serotonin and dopamine play a big part in 

controlling mood, circadian rhythm, sleep duration and depth. 

Glycine is a precursor to GABA. Many sedative drugs work by 

enhancing GABAs inhibitory influence.5 In some areas of the 

CNS, glycine is released together with GABA. 

Glycine modulates excitatory neurotransmission by 

potentiating the NMDA (N-methyl-D-aspartate) receptors5,6 

which are glutamate receptors in nerve cells. Glycine is 

involved with relaxation, detoxification and normal muscle 

function. It is found to calm aggression and to help reduce 

manic episodes. Glycine is also known to improve the ability 

to fall asleep along with quality of sleep.7 

Passion Flower (Passiflora incarnata)

Passion Flower is grown and used as medicine 

in Europe, the Americas and in the tropics. There 

are about 400 species of this perennial vine. The 

flower’s beautiful patterns have been considered 

symbols of the Passion of Christ for which the plant is named. 

Native Americans used the plant as food and medicine. 

Passion Flower seeds were found at Native American sites 

dating back several thousand years.8 

Passion Flower is revered by herbalists worldwide to calm 

stress and anxiety and to support healthy sleep. The Eclectic 

physicians used Passion Flower for stress, nervousness 

and insomnia especially in conditions of mental worry or 

overwork. The Eclectics, American and European herbalists 

used a formula of three herbs – Passion Flower, Skullcap and 

Wild Oats – to calm overactive mental, emotional and nervous 

system conditions.9,10

European human and animal studies report that Passion 

Flower extracts have anti-spasmodic, sedative and 

anxiolytic properties. It is also found to help normalize blood 

pressure.8,10,11  The colorful flowers are high in anthocyanin 

flavonoids and chrysin. The flavonoid chrysin is found to reduce 

inflammation and to help reduce anxiety. It binds to brain 

receptors known as benzodiazepine receptor sites and exerts 

a mild relaxing effect.12,13 Passion Flower also demonstrates 

anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties.14,15

Ziyphus Seed (Zizyphus spinosa)

Known in Chinese medicine as a nourishing tonic 

to calm the spirit, Zizyphus Seed is a chief herb 

in formulas for insomnia especially when due to 

nervous stress and exhaustion. Zizyphus Seed is 

a nutritive sedative and is used to calm the nervous 

system and promote a naturally deep, restorative sleep 

throughout the night. It is the main ingredient of the famous 

traditional Chinese formula Suan Zao Ren Tang, which 

is used for this purpose. A study of this formula confirmed 

sedative activity of the formula.16 

Research finds that Zizyphus Seed may act through 

serotonergic and GABA pathways.17,18 Zizyphus Seed is found 

to have a synergistic effect with Magnolia Bark and this 

combination is reported to be beneficial for mild to moderate 

sleep disorders.19

The main compounds in Zizyphus Seed include saponins, 

alkaloids and flavonoids. All of these demonstrate the ability 

to resist lipid oxidation.20 The triterpenes in Zizyphus Seed, 

known as jujubosides, are thought to contribute to its calming 

abilities. A major alkaloid compound, sanjoinine A, is also found 

to strongly influence sleep. Research shows that Zizyphus 

binds with both serotonin and GABA receptors, activates the 

GABA receptor and helps increase GABA synthesis.3 One 

of the flavones, spinosin, exerts neuroprotective and anti-

inflammatory properties.20,21 Zizyphus Seeds are found to 

modulate neurotransmitters in the hypothalamus of rats.22 

Considered beneficial for the liver in Chinese medicine, 

research reports hepato-protective benefits from Zizyphus 

Seeds. The polysaccharides in the seeds are found to 

benefit markers of liver damage including ALT and AST. 

The polysaccharide content includes glucose, arabinose, 

galacturonic acid and galactose.  Studies also found elevation 

of the antioxidant enzyme super oxide dismutase along with 

glutathione.23

Kava (Piper methysticum)

Kava has been cultivated and used for ceremonial and 

medicinal purposes for over 3,000 years. Widely 

known throughout the South Pacific, there is also 

evidence of Kava usage in South America. It is 

reported that in Fiji, when it seemed the men might 

Nourishing Botanical Nervines to Calm Anxiety, 

Enhance Sleep, and Promote Relaxation
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be getting ready to fight, someone would suggest a Kava 

ceremony. This brought everyone together and the Kava drink 

calmed and grounded the over-expressive energy. Known 

for its ability to calm anxiety, Kava helps ground the energy 

when in an overactive state, to allow for rest. Fishermen and 

laborers in ancient Hawai’i drank Kava tea at the end of a 

long day of hard, manual work to relax their muscles and help 

them sleep well.

Studies report Kava as being very effective for mild anxiety or 

insomnia, nervousness, stress and tension.24,25 The superiority 

of Kava extract over placebo is demonstrated in a number 

of clinical trials.25-27 Studies report significant anxiolytic and 

antidepressant activity.3,27,28

Kavalactones are considered to be the main biologically-active 

compounds in Kava. Some studies report that kavalactones 

show an affinity for binding with cannabinoid receptors in 

the nervous system.29 It is also reported that Kava acts on 

the GABA receptors.3 Studies support Kava’s benefit in both 

falling asleep and a healthy sleep pattern.3

Skullcap (Scutellaria lateriflora)

This invaluable member of the Mint family was used 

by Europeans, Native Americans and by the Eclectic 

physicians to soothe and calm nerves. The Eclectics 

utilized it to calm nervous excitability where there is 

an irritated nervous system, restlessness and inability 

to sleep. It was also used for nervous disorders with muscular 

twitching and tremors. It was revered for its soothing influence 

and for its synergistic benefits with the restorative nervine 

Avena sativa.30

American Skullcap contains several amino acids, including 

glutamate, glutamine and GABA. Glutamine crosses the blood-

brain barrier and can be metabolized to GABA in GABAergic 

neurons. The compound baicalin found in Skullcap binds 

to the benzodiazepine site of the GABA receptor.31 Skullcap 

enhances mood and demonstrates anxiolytic properties. It 

also shows neuroprotective capacity, which may be attributed 

to its significant antioxidant influence.32,33

Lemon Balm (Melissa officinalis)

Lemon Balm, also a member of the Mint family, is 

traditionally used in Europe and the Americas for 

its ability to calm nervous excitement. This gentle, 

yet powerful herb also calms digestive upset due 

to overactivity of the nervous system. The German 

Commission E formally recommends Lemon Balm for 

nervous sleep disorders. Studies show Lemon Balm extract 

significantly reduces the restless state of animals.34,35 The 

manufacturing process of Cyracos, a unique extract of Lemon 

Balm, preserves all the active components of the aerial parts 

of Lemon Balm. 

Fresh Wild Oat Seed (Avena sativa)

The fresh extract made from the milky seed of Avena 

sativa is well-known as a potent tonic to strengthen 

and nourish the nervous system. Herbalists use 

it to calm the nerves and support recovery from 

neurasthenia – nervous exhaustion and weakness – with its 

attendant patterns of anxiety, impaired sleep and sensitivity 

to stimulus. 

Avena, a classic nervine tonic, supports the nervous 

system’s ability to withstand stress and builds energy. It is 

traditionally recognized as a nourishing, restorative tonic for 

the nervous system.30,36 The milky seed of Avena nourishes 

and harmonizes the sympathetic and parasympathetic 

nervous systems. It is one of the best herbs to restore vital 

energy especially in cases of adrenal exhaustion. Herbalists 

revere it as a primary herb to support healing from various 

addictions including tobacco, cannabis, alcohol and opiates. 

The Eclectic physician Dr. Finley Ellingwood considered it a 

great remedy to alleviate nervous exhaustion due to stress, 

overwork and nervous anxiety.30

Modern research reports that oats exert a wide spectrum of 

activity including antioxidant, anti-inflammatory and immune-

modulating.36 The milky seed of Avena is a rich source 

of protein, minerals (including calcium and magnesium), 

flavones, saponins, sterols and tocols.30,36,37

L-Theanine

Theanine is an amino acid (a glutamic acid analog) 

found in tea leaves (Camellia sinensis). Tea has a 

5,000 year history as a beverage and medicine in the Chinese 

culture. In Chinese, Japanese and other Asian cultures tea 

is used ceremonially and revered for its ability to promote 

calmness and clarity. 

L-theanine is found to stimulate the production of alpha brain 

waves which promote deep relaxation along with mental 

clarity and alertness – similar to a meditative state. Theanine  

promotes the formation of GABA, which influences the levels 

of dopamine and serotonin, helping to promote the relaxation 

response.38,39 Originally discovered in green tea, Theanine is 

found in red, black and green teas. Studies confirm that it 

calms nervous agitation, improves mental clarity, acuity and 

performance, and aids mental concentration. L-theanine 

antagonizes glutamate receptors and increases brain GABA 

levels. 
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Theanine enhances relaxation and improves learning ability 

and concentration.40 It is found to be neuroprotective with 

antioxidant properties.41 Studies report that Theanine protects 

neurons from amyloid beta neurotoxicity and significantly 

reverses glutamate-induced toxicity, a major cause of 

degenerative brain disease.42

Saffron (Crocus sativus)

Since ancient times, the dark red stigmas of Saffron 

have been used as a medicine and food. It is also 

used as a dye, offering a rich yellow color to fabrics 

and foods. In Ayurvedic and Chinese medicine it is 

revered to enhance healthy blood circulation.

Saffron, high in carotenoids, is known as a potent cell 

oxygenator. Modern studies report that Saffron shows 

significant antidepressant-like activity43 and demonstrates an 

anxiolytic and calming influence.44 One study suggests that 

the carotenoid crocetin can improve sleep quality45 and help 

decrease effects of physical fatigue.46 Saffron extract is found 

to be a potent antioxidant and free radical scavenger that can 

help reduce vascular cognitive impairment.47

Lavender (Lavandula angustifolia)

Renowned throughout history, Lavender is 

cultivated for its beautiful aromatic flowers used 

in teas, potpourri, healing balms and essential oils. 

Lavender has been recognized for centuries for its ability to 

calm anxiety, alleviate depression and lift the spirits. In one of 

the earliest Indian medical texts Lavender was recorded for its 

use in mental/emotional illness. Lavender exerts a soothing, 

relaxing influence on the nervous system. Lavender tea is a 

home remedy to soothe nerves, calm a nervous stomach and 

relax the busy system for a good night’s sleep. 

Lavender is licensed in Germany as a medicinal herb for 

restlessness, sleep disorders and nervous stomach. Lavender 

flowers are most often used in small amounts, combined 

with other herbs, in an aqueous tisane. The essential oil of 

Lavender exerts a relaxant effect used in aromatherapy 

and is highly-researched. Traditionally in Europe, women 

placed lavender flowers in their linens and made small 

“sleep pillows”, because Lavender was recognized to gently 

promote sleep. They used Lavender flowers in baths and teas 

as a mild sedative. European herbalists also recognized its 

spasmolytic, carminative and stomachic actions and it has a 

long history as a potent antibacterial.

Lavender contains a high concentration of volatile oils, which 

impart a strong fragrance and possess multiple medicinal 

properties. These include triterpines, limonene and camphor. 

It also contains tannins, flavonoids, phytosterols and 

coumarins. The level of these constituents varies within its 

more than 30 species.48,49

Magnolia Bark (Magnolia officinalis)

Magnolia Bark is highly-esteemed in the traditional 

medicines of China and Japan. The Japanese refer 

to it as saiboku-to and drink Magnolia Bark tea to 

alleviate anxiety. Magnolia demonstrates anti-stress 

benefits that allows adaptation to stress and modulates the 

stress-hormone cortisol.

The highly-aromatic Magnolia Bark is a primary herb in Chinese 

medicine used for both respiratory and digestive benefits. It 

is traditionally highly revered to help calm respiratory allergies 

including asthma. Magnolia Bark is rich in many biologically-

active compounds including alkaloids, coumarins, flavonoids, 

lignans and terpenoids.50 

One of Magnolia Bark’s main constituents is honokiol – a 

polyphenolic compound that exhibits powerful antioxidative 

and anti-inflammatory activity. Honokiol is also studied for its 

neuroprotective influence as it is found to calm oxidative and 

inflammatory processes in neurons and microglial cells.50

Honokiol is the most-researched bioactive constituent of 

Magnolia Bark. Many studies show that honokiol acts as a 

potent anti-stress agent and is also powerfully antioxidant. 

One study found honokiol to be five times stronger than 

diazepam in reducing anxiety with no side effects, although 

honokiol has no influence on muscle relaxation.51

For more information on any of the ingredients listed here, 

including extensive research or individual monographs 

compiled by Donnie Yance, please email info@naturaedu.

com.
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