Herbal Supplements: An
NCLEX Safety Briefing

Mastering Key Interactions, Risks, and

Contraindications for Safe Nursing Practice.



Clinical safety briefing

Your Critical Role: The Hidden
Risks in the Medicine Cabinet

e Many patients use herbal supplements but often
fail to disclose them unless asked directly.

* These supplements are not benign; they have
potent pharmacological effects and can cause
dangerous interactions with prescribed
medications.

e Your primary responsibility: Identify potential
risks, provide patient education, and ensure the
entire care plan is safe. This is a core competency
tested on the NCLEX.
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CODE RED: The Non-Negotiables

These supplements carry severe risks. If you see them on an exam, identify them as dangerous.

BANNED IN THE U.S. HIGH-ALERT

Ma Huang (Ephedra) ! Kava

Use: Weight loss, increased energy. Use: Anxiety, insomnia.

Risk Profile: Severe Hypertension, Risk Profile: Severe Hepatotoxicity
Tachycardia, Stroke, Myocardial (Liver Failure).

Infarction. NCLEX Tip: The key association is
NCLEX Tip: This is a dangerous Kava = Severe Liver Damage. Avoid
supplement requiring immediate with alcohol, benzodiazepines, or

patient education to stop use. other CNS depressants.
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The Bleeding Risk Crew: A High-Alert Category

Many popular supplements significantly increase bleeding risk, especially when
combined with anticoagulants (e.g., Warfarin, Heparin) or NSAIDs.

Remember the ‘G’s:
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The Bleeding Risk Crew: The ‘G’ Force

Garlic
Use: Lowers cholesterol & BP.

Red Flag: 1 Bleeding risk with Warfarin, Heparin,
NSAIDs. Patient education: Avoid pre-surgery.

Ginseng
Use: Improves energy & cognition.

Red Flag: 1 Bleeding risk. Also interferes with
Warfarin’s effect and can cause hypertension.
Avoid in pregnancy.

O

Ginkgo Biloba

Use: Memory & circulation.

Red Flag: 1 Bleeding risk with ©
anticoagulants/NSAIDs.

Special Alert: Lowers the seizure threshold; avoid
In seizure disorders.

Ginger Root

Use: Nausea (pregnancy, motion sickness),
inflammation.

Red Flag: 1 Bleeding risk with anticoagulants. O

Special Alert: Avoid high doses close to labor (may
cause uterine stimulation).
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Bleeding Risk: Beyond the 'G's

Saw Palmetto

Use: Benign
Prostatic
Hyperplasia (BPH).

Red Flag: 1
Bleeding risk. Must
be

discontinued
before surgery.

Feverfew

Use: Migraine
prevention.

Red Flag: 1
Bleeding risk with
anticoagulants.
Avoid in
pregnancy.

Turmeric

Use: Anti-
inflammatory
(arthritis).

Red Flag: 1
Bleeding risk with
anticoagulants.
Avoid in
gallbladder
disease.

Evening Primrose

Use: Skin
conditions, PMS.

Red Flag: 1
Bleeding risk. Also
has a rare risk of
seizures; avoid in
seizure disorders

and pregnancy.
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The Liver Load: Caution for Hepatotoxicity

Beyond Kava’s severe danger, other supplements can damage the liver, especially with
long-term use or when combined with other hepatotoxic drugs (e.g., acetaminophen).

Black Cohosh
« Use: Menopausal symptoms (hot flashes).
 Major Risk: Liver toxicity. Avoid in pregnancy.

Echinacea
 Use: Shortens cold duration.
« Major Risk: Can cause liver toxicity with

long-term use. Avoid with
immunosuppressants and in patients with

autoimmune disease.
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ClinicalJudge RN-T

Special Focus: St. John’s Wort

This supplement for mild depression interacts with a vast number of
medications, making it a major safety concern.

The Major Risks: L1 YeXeXeXe)

1. Serotonin Syndrome: Potentially fatal Q0000

when combined with antidepressants 00000
(SSRIs, SNRIs, MAQISs).

2. Decreased Drug Efficacy: Significantly
reduces the effectiveness of critical
medications, including:

o Oral contraceptives
o Warfarin
o HIV medications

3. Photosensitivity: A key side effect to

include in patient education.
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The Sedation Risk: Additive CNS Depression

These supplements can potentiate the effects of other sedatives,
leading to dangerous levels of drowsiness.

Featured Supplement: Valerian Root

e Use: Insomnia, anxiety.

e Risk: Creates an additive effect
with other CNS depressants like
benzodiazepines and alcohol,
leading to excessive sedation.

e Key Patient Instruction: AVOID
driving or operating heavy
machinery when taking.
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Targeted Alerts: Allergies,
Pregnancy, and Specific Conditions

Avoid in Seizure Y
Allergy Alerts % Pregnancy & Disorder Alert @3

Glucosamine: Avoid in A consolidated list of Ginkgo Biloba: Lowers the
patients with a Shellfish supplements contraindicated seizure threshold.
Allergy. In pregnancy:
e Black Cohosh Evening Primrose: Carries a
Echinacea & Milk Thistle: e Feverfew rare risk of seizures.
Avoid in patients with an e Ginseng
allergy to the ragweed or e Evening Primrose
daisy family. % e Ma Huang
* High-dose Ginger Root
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Rounding Out Your Knowledge: Two More to Know
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Flaxseed Milk Thistle
e Use: Constipation, lowering cholesterol. e Use: Liver disease support.
e Key Point: Can decrease the absorption e Key Point: Can lower blood glucose.
of other oral medications. e Patient Education: Use with caution in
e Patient Education: Advise taking 1-2 patients on diabetes medications. (Also

hours apart from other medications. note Ragweed allergy).
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Supplement

Ma Huang
Kava
St. John’s Wort

Ginkgo Biloba

Garlic [ Ginseng /
Ginger

Black Cohosh
Valerian Root

L
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The “Red Flag’ Master Chart

MAJOR RED FLAG

Primary Use

Weight loss, energy
Anxiety, insomnia
Mild depression

Memory

| Cholesterol / Energy /
Nausea

Menopause
Insomnia, anxiety

Joint pain
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BANNED - Severe CV risk
(HTN, Stroke, Ml)

Severe Liver Toxicity

Serotonin Syndrome,
J Drug Efficacy

Bleeding Risk [ Lowers
Seizure Threshold

Bleeding Risk
Liver Toxicity

Additive CNS Depression

Shellfish Allergy /

2% Bleeding Risk

Key Patient Education

Educate to stop

immediately.

Do not mix with alcohol or
CNS depressants.

Do NOT take with SSRIs or
oral contraceptives.

Stop before surgery; avoid

in seizure disorders.

Stop before surgery;

caution with anticoagulants.

Monitor for signs of

jaundice; avoid in pregnancy.

Avoid driving or operating

machinery.

Assess for shellfish allergy
before use. A NotebookLM



From Knowledge to Practice: The Nursing Process

ClinicalJudge RN-T

Assess

ALWAYS ask specifically about over-the-counter and herbal supplement use during
every patient assessment.

Diagnose

Identify nursing diagnoses such as “Risk for Bleeding’ or ‘Risk for Injury’ related to
supplement use.

Plan

Anticipate potential interactions. Plan for necessary lab monitoring (e.g., INR for
patients on warfarin, LFTs for patients taking black cohosh).

Implement

Provide clear patient education on stopping supplements before surgery, recognizing
adverse effects (e.g., signs of bleeding, jaundice), and understanding interactions.

Evaluate

Monitor the patient for signs of bleeding, liver dysfunction, or therapeutic failure
of their prescribed medications.
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