
Willow bark has had a long tradition as antipyretic
dating back to the 18th century, an also has been used
as anti-inflammatory and analgesic. Although, the
Egyptians already used it as a topical poultice that may
have been effective for fever and swelling. Hippocrates
hailed its antipyretic and analgesic properties and
recommended its use to relieve pain during childbirth.

In 1763, Edward Stone wrote to the Earl of
Macclesfield, then President of the Royal Society, with
“An account of the success of the bark of the willow in
the cure of agues” (fever). This paper is considered a
rigorous scientific approach and demonstration of the
utility of willow bark and it is the basis for the discovery
of the actions and chemical structure of aspirin (acetyl
salicylic acid), that it is still count among the most
important non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs
(NSAIDs).

Willow bark has traditionally been used for
muscular and arthroidal rheumatism with
inflammation and pain, influenza, respiratory
catarrh, gouty arthritis, ankylosing spondylitis,
and specifically for rheumatoid arthritis and
other systemic connective tissue disorders
characterised by inflammatory changes.
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Willow bark extracts (Salix spp.) have a long history as an herbal remedy against fever, pain
and inflammation, and the characteristic constituents are derivatives of salicin.
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Willow bark is used for the treatment of rheumatic pain, mainly low back and osteoarthritis
pain, for relief fever associated with common cold, and headache.

It is important to mention that, although salicin metabolized into various salicylate derivatives,
willow bark and acetylsalicylic acid have a different mode of action and different efficacy and
adverse event profiles.

Salicin was already discovered in 1831 and
has always been traditionally used as a
biological marker for the activity of willow
bark, and was even considered the major
active constituent in the past. However
clinical data supports that other compounds
(polyphenols and flavonoids) strongly
contributes to efficacy of willow bark
preparations. Willow bark contains up to
20% flavonoids and condensed tannins.
For this reason, mixture of ingredients may
explain why the typical dose of willow bark
extract is in the range of 120- 40mg salicin
as compared with a typical dose of 500mg
for aspirin (acetylsalicylic acid).

Adverse effects of willow bark preparations
appear to be minimal as compared to non-
steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs including
aspirin. Willow bark does not damage the
gastrointestinal mucosa. Since salicylic acid
concentrations after 100 mg aspirin impair
platelet aggregation but those after willow
bark with 240 mg salicin almost not, it
remains to be established if salicylic acid
derivatives have a different effect on blood
clotting, if other constituents in bark extract
may counteract the salicylate effect and if
higher doses of willow bark extract can safely
be used peri‐operatively or together with
platelet aggregation inhibiting drugs.
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The anti-inflammatory activity of willow bark extract is associated with down regulation of
the COX-2 and inflammatory mediators: tumour necrosis factor-α, and nuclear factor-
kappa B, and NO.
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Willow bark extracts also are widely used in sports performance, to increase resistance
training performance, and weight loss products. Their beneficial effects may be due to an
increase in pain tolerance as well as antioxidant and antiinflammatory properties because
obesity and intense exercise involve inflammatory processes and in addition, pain relief
increases mobility, exercise performance, and energy consumption.

OTHER POTENTIALS USES


