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Adaptogens Cheat Sheet 
 
STIMULATORY 

ADAPTOGEN ORIGIN/ 
OTHER NAME 

MECHANISM OF ACTION  
(MOA) 

USAGE BEST WITH CONTRAINDICATIONS 

Rhodiola Rosea R. Rosea. Anti-fatigue and improves cognitive 
function. 

Primary actions on CNS due to influence 
on the levels of the neurotransmitters 
(serotonin, dopamine, and 
norepinephrine) by inhibiting the enzyme 
responsible for their degradation.  

It is a SERM (Selective Estrogen Re-uptake 
Modulator) that prevents, delays or 
mitigates menopause-related cognitive, 
psychological, cardiovascular and 
osteoporotic conditions. 

Least effective dose: 150mg, 
2xday. 

Best with Schisandra in 
the morning as both 
are stimulatory and 
enhance focus.  

Try Schisandra on its 
own first; then look to 
add Rhodiola after two 
weeks of Schisandra.  

Rhodiola increases the 
activity of the immune 
system.  

Do not take if on 
immunosuppressants or  
prescription monoamine 
oxidase inhibitors 
(MAOIs).    

Also lowers blood 
pressure. 

 
 

Schisandra/ 

Schizandra 

Magnolia berry 
(Schisandra 
Xhinensis). 

Boosts endurance, mental performance, 
and working capacity. 

Increases blood vessel compliance via 
nitric oxide as a weak phytoestrogen, 
modulates estrogen flux by increasing the 
excretion of estrogen metabolites. 

Induces oxidation in mitochondria which  
enhances aerobic capacity. 

Stimulates CNS: enhances cognition. 

Least effective dose: 

Climacteric symptoms: Double 
blind  placebo-controlled (Parks & 
Kim 2016) study: 13.5mg/kg per 
day. 

For improving mental and 
physical performance: 500 mg to 
2 grams of Schisandra extract 
daily or 1.5-6 grams of crude 
Schisandra daily. 

Best solo to start (try it 
in coffee for focus and 
energy without a 
caffeine crash).  

You can look to add 
Rhodiola after 2 weeks 
of daily use. 

 

Maca  

(Red Peruvian 
variety) 

Peruvian Ginseng 
(Lepidium meyenii). 

Peruvian plant of 
the Brassicaceae 
(mustard) family. 

Sex hormone support. High in 
glucosinolates; moderates estrogen 
metabolism; anti-inflammatory, regulates 
adrenal and thyroid function. 
RCTs have shown use improves 
mood/anxiety (Brooks, et. al. 2008). 

In early peri-menopause, has been shown 
to be as effective as MHT (Meissner, et. al. 
2005).  

Least effective dose: 2.0g/day for 
vasomotor and hormone, or 
3.5g/day for mood/psychological. 

Best as an introductory 
adaptogen.  

Light nutty taste, effect 
as a hormone 
modulator. 

Contains goitrogens. 
NOT recommended with 
thyroid issues.  

Also now on the banned-
substances list for WADA. 
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CALMING 
ADAPTOGEN ORIGIN/ 

OTHER NAME 
MECHANISM OF ACTION 

(MOA) 
USAGE BEST WITH CONTRAINDICATIONS 

Holy Basil Tulsi (Ocimum 
sanctum). 

Used to reduce anxiety, depression. 
Calming.  

Anti-microbial (immune enhancing); 
reduces oxidative tissue damage, 
modulates cortisol; improves glucose 
control.  

Least effective dose:  500mg 
2xday.     

Best for reducing 
anxiety and for poor 
sleep.   

Use this first, then add 
Ashwagandha after 3 
weeks. 

Reduces blood clotting 
capacity. 

DO NOT use if on anti-
coagulants. 

Ashwagandha Withania Somnifera 
(aka Indian Ginseng, 
winter cherry; 
member of the 
nightshade family). 

 Acts as a hormonal precursor. 

Helps increase the effect when activity is 
low, but will block excess stimulation 
when activity is too high.  

The biologically active chemical 
constituents of Withania somnifera (WS) 
include alkaloids (isopelletierine, 
anaferine, cuseohygrine, anahygrine, 
etc.), steroidal lactones (withanolides, 
withaferins) and saponins.  

Anti-stress and immunomodulatory.   

Ashwagandha slows, stops, reverses or 
removes neuritic atrophy and synaptic 
loss (PROTECTS AGAINST NEURONAL 
INJURY).   

Uses: Reduces cortisol, anti-anxiety, anti-
depressant, INCREASES luteinizing 
hormone, T3, T4. 

Least effective dose: 250mg/day 
for stress/HPA axis and anti-
inflammatory properties. 
 

Alternatively, 300mg 2x day for 
climacteric symptoms, body 
composition, blood glucose 
control for at least 2 months.  

Look for an ashwagandha 
supplement that contains active 
ingredients in a clean way:  
withanolides, saponins and 
alkaloids (from the root).  A 
withanolide concentration of 5-
8%.  

Best with black pepper 
to improve absorption;   
or with Holy Basil in 
the afternoon for 
calming effects and 
better sleep (they are 
not sedatives but work 
to modulate 
neurotransmitters and 
cortisol for better 
sleep!). 

May help with 
hypothyroidism 

DO NOT use with 
hyperthyroidism. 

For men: DO NOT use if 
diagnosed with hormone-
sensitive prostate cancer, 
as increases testosterone 
levels and can interfere 
with treatment.   
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To dig a bit deeper:  https://www.mskcc.org/cancer-care/diagnosis-treatment/symptom-management/integrative-medicine/herbs/search  


