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OVERVIEW

Introduction
Oregano is a perennial flowering plant the dried leaves and flowers of which are used as a spice and flavoring 
agent. In addition, oregano oils have been used in traditional medicine as therapy for a variety of conditions in 
respiratory diseases and parasitic and fungal infections. Oregano extracts have not been approved as therapy of 
any disease or condition but are available over-the-counter and are generally recognized as safe, have not been 
associated with serum enzyme elevations during therapy or implicated in cases of clinically apparent liver injury.

Background
Oregano (Origanum vulgare) is a perennial flowering plant and member of the mint family (Lamiaceae) which is 
native to the Mediterranean area and Southwest Asia, extracts of which are used widely as a spice and food 
flavoring agent. In addition, oregano oil extracts have been used in traditional medicine, generally to treat 
respiratory disorders and infections such as colds, fever, cough, bronchitis, bacterial and fungal infections, 
parasites, and urinary tract infections. Oregano leaves and flowers contain more than 60 identified constituents 
including polyphenols, flavonoids, monoterpenoids, monoterpenes, and several volatile oils such a carvacrol, 
thymol, gamma terpinene, p-cymene and caryophyllene. The principal biologically active component of oregano 
oil is suspected to be carvacrol or thymol. Oregano has antimicrobial, antifungal, antiparasitic, antioxidant, and 
antineoplastic activities in vitro and in vivo, but these effects have not been demonstrated in humans, and the 
clinical significance of these actions has not been established. Oregano oil has not been approved as therapy of 
any disease or medical condition in the United States, but is available over-the-counter as a dietary supplement 
in multiple formulations including capsules and oil solutions which are advertised for boosting energy and 
general wellness. The typical recommended dose ranges widely based in part on the relative concentration of 
essential oils. Oregano oil is usually well tolerated but side effects of higher doses can include abdominal 
discomfort, heartburn, constipation or diarrhea, nausea and vomiting, dizziness, and headache. Rare adverse 
events include hypersensitivity reactions. Oregano in doses used as a dietary supplements is an abortifacient and 
should not be used during pregnancy or in women of childbearing age not using effective contraception.

Hepatotoxicity
The effects of different oral doses of oregano on serum enzyme levels in humans has not been well defined, but in 
limited prospective studies, oregano has not been linked to serum aminotransferase elevations or clinically 
apparent liver injury. Despite widespread use as a culinary herb in spice and food flavoring as well as a dietary 
supplement, there have been no published reports of serum enzyme elevations or clinically apparent liver injury 
attributable to oregano oil.



Likelihood score: E (unlikely cause of clinically apparent liver injury).

Mechanism of Injury
The mechanism by which oregano extracts might cause liver injury is unknown.

Outcome and Management
Hepatotoxicity from extracts of oregano has not been reported.

Drug Class: Herbal and Dietary Supplements

Other names: Wild Marjoram, Winter Marjoram.

PRODUCT INFORMATION
REPRESENTATIVE TRADE NAMES

Oregano – Generic

DRUG CLASS

Herbal and Dietary Supplements

SUMMARY INFORMATION

Fact Sheet at MedlinePlus, NLM

CHEMICAL FORMULA AND STRUCTURE
DRUG CAS REGISTRY NUMBER MOLECULAR FORMULA STRUCTURE

Oregano 8007-11-2 Herbal Not Applicable

Carvacrol 499-75-2 C10-H14-O*
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/n/livertox/HerbalDietarySuppl/
https://medlineplus.gov/druginfo/natural/644.html
https://pubchem.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/substance/135332943
https://pubchem.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/substance/134977964
https://pubchem.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/substance/134977964


Table continued from previous page.

DRUG CAS REGISTRY NUMBER MOLECULAR FORMULA STRUCTURE

Thymol 89-83-8 C10-H14-O*

* Structural isomers.
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