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Anti-Stress Effects of Ashwagandha (Withania somnifera) in Individuals with Anxiety
	Anxiety is the leading psychiatric disorder in the world with its prevalence increasing more so since the 2020 coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. Each individual experiences a mild form of anxiety in response to situations that humans naturally perceive as harmful for protection and survival. However, when anxiety reaches moderate, severe, or panic levels, it has a marked effect on the ability to function day-to-day. Symptoms of profound anxiety include but are not limited to, inattention, inability to think clearly or problem-solve, somatic symptoms (e.g., abdominal discomfort, irregular heartbeat, and insomnia), and the inability to process reality. “Large population-based studies have revealed that approximately 35% of people in the general population experience anxiety-related symptoms in their lifetime. Notably, stress-related disorders can significantly affect the quality of life of people across all age groups” (KrishnaRaju et al., 2023). Today, there are a vast number of treatment modalities for anxiety ranging from therapies to pharmaceuticals to herbal remedies. Withania somnifera, more widely known as “Ashwagandha”, “Indian winter cherry”, or “poison gooseberry”, is an herb with medicinal properties used to alleviate an extensive amount of health concerns, one being stress related to anxiety along with its symptoms (Afonso et al., 2023). Ashwagandha is derived from the roots of an evergreen shrub belonging to the Solanaceae family; and is native to India, the Middle East, and Africa, and can also be cultivated in the drier zones of other tropical and subtropical countries (Speers et al., 2021). This paper will explore how the herbal supplement, Ashwagandha, is clinically shown to reduce stress, anxiety, and related symptoms, and how nurses can educate clients with anxiety on the herb.
Ashwagandha has been found to improve mood, decrease symptoms of stress related to anxiety, increase attention and memory, and promote overall cognitive function (Mikulska et al., 2023). While the specific mechanism of action of Ashwagandha remains unknown, it is thought that:
This plant contains numerous bioactive compounds, including more than 12 alkaloids, 40 withanolides, and several sitoindosides that confer antimicrobial, anti-inflammatory, antitumoral, antistress, antidiabetic, cardiovascular, neuroprotective, and immunomodulatory activity. Most of the pharmacological activity of Ashwagandha has been attributed to withaferin A and glycowithanoloides (sitoindosides VII–X). (Afonso et al., 2023)
Furthermore, the mechanism of action of Ashwagandha is largely centered on the gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA) receptor system (Speers et al., 2021). Amino acid neurotransmitter, GABA, has several functions, one being anxiety regulation (Speers et al., 2021). Therefore, with Ashwagandha acting on those receptors, anxiety is decreased. In four studies conducted with participants who were considered healthy, healthy with light-to-moderate anxiety levels, and healthy overweight/obese individuals with mild/moderate symptoms of fatigue, cortisol (the primary stress hormone) was measured and found to notably decrease from baseline by the end of the trial using a variety of dosages and frequencies of Ashwagandha (Afonso et al., 2023).
	Continuing on, another group of studies using a combination of different forms and dosages of Ashwagandha root and/or leaf extract collectively exhibited significant improvement in anxiety and stress levels, improved sleep quality, and increased well-being from the placebo group (Speers et al., 2021). This data was evidenced by decreases in the Hamilton Anxiety Rating Scale, Depression Anxiety Stress Scale, Perceived Stress Scale, and Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index across multiple groups (Speers et al., 2021). These studies encompassed a large variety of individuals as participants were of different genders (i.e., male and female) and their ages ranged from 18 to 85 years of age (Speers et al., 2021). Overall improvement in these areas within each group is significant as the biology of the individuals differs due to gender and age.
	Insomnia is a significant and widely experienced symptom of anxiety and stress. Consequently, insomnia can exacerbate anxiety and stress in individuals as adequate rest is not achieved and cortisol levels are ineffectively regulated. Within numerous studies, Ashwagandha was found to improve sleep both in individuals diagnosed with insomnia and those who were considered healthy, in dosages less than 600mg per day and greater than or equal to 600mg per day, as well as those receiving treatment for less than and greater than or equal to eight weeks (Cheah et al., 2021). In other studies, a dosage of 120mg of Ashwagandha extract indicated higher quality sleep in individuals as evidenced by a decreased onset of sleep latency, wake after sleep onset, and average wake time, as well as an increase in total sleep time, sleep efficiency, and quality of life (Deshpande et al., 2020). Overall, studies of supplemental Ashwagandha have suggested improved sleep quality which, in turn, can enhance mood, reduce stress, and regulate anxiety.
	In light of recent years, since the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic, individuals recovered from the viral infection with preexisting psychiatric history have been shown to have increased levels of anxiety (Hazumi et al., 2022). This may be due to decreased resilience to adverse events along with fears of contracting the illness again (Hazumi et al., 2022). Despite the length of recovery or advances in medical technology to prevent and treat COVID-19, individuals can become preoccupied with thoughts and concerns of reinfection as well as having an exaggerated response to changes in health related to illness anxiety disorder (also referred to as hypochondriasis). During the beginning of the pandemic, hospitals and their medical personnel, specifically nurses, received overwhelming influxes of clients who contracted COVID-19. At the same time, information such as treatments and effects regarding the infection were not widely known causing more concern and anxiety across nations. With the United States on lockdown from March 2020 to July 2020, many people were isolated from their support systems and unable to obtain their medications related to supply issues. Due to this, ineffective coping and increased anxiety were prevalent in clients.
	One of the most important aspects of nursing is educating the client on their situation and options regarding their care. In adverse events, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, it is especially crucial for nurses to provide care beyond the primary cause of concern. For instance, treating not only an infection but underlying psychobiological disorders such as anxiety. Nurses may offer emotional support and physical comfort, educate and provide information on community resources (e.g., support groups), and administer medications and/or supplements to aid in anxiety management. There are a multitude of anxiolytic medications used to treat/reduce anxiety, some of which include selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), serotonin and norepinephrine reuptake inhibitors (SNRIs), and benzodiazepines. However, clients may not have health insurance or may not be able to bear the financial burden of being consulted by a physician and/or have the funds for medication expenses. Typically, supplements are more readily accessible and less expensive than prescribed medications. On that account, supplements may be the only affordable option for some. Additionally, some clients may choose to approach their care in natural ways. Ashwagandha may be recommended to some clients seeking this type of treatment. The nurse can then provide education on the benefits and potential risks of taking the supplement. With the growing number of supplements available in conjunction with greater individual interest and use of herbal remedies, it is essential for nurses to provide the proper education. For example, nurses have a substantial role in medication reconciliation for each client and a duty to educate the individual on the importance of disclosing if any supplements are being utilized. Many supplements have minimal regulation and information supported by scientific research reducing the level of safety for use. Thus, emphasizing the importance of communication between the client and the nurse so interactions between medications and contraindications may be explored before the start of the supplement.
In a review of several conducted studies, it was concluded that doses between 240mg and 1,250mg of supplemental Ashwagandha did not cause significant adverse effects as none were reported (Afonso et al., 2023). As previously stated, there is deficient regulation of supplements requiring further investigation to ensure the safety and possible long-term adverse effects of Ashwagandha. It is important to note that with its clinically proven benefits, comes unknown factors as recognized in these studies.
	In sum, various studies have concluded that Ashwagandha supplementation is beneficial in improving stress related to anxiety, and insomnia (a common symptom of anxiety). With the rising number of individuals affected by stress, anxiety, and the symptoms that follow, the use of supplements such as Ashwagandha is subject to increase. In addition, more individuals are referring to natural remedies for ailments for various reasons (e.g., personal preference, financial constraints, or through recommendation). Along with this, nurses assume the responsibility of educating clients on the proper use of Ashwagandha as well as the benefits and risks of use. While previous studies have suggested that it is a safe herbal supplement due to absent documentation of notable adverse effects, it is imperative to discuss the start of any supplement with a physician and receive education.
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