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Introduction

Phytotherapy in Gastrointestinal Disorders

Phytotherapy (the use of medicinal plants for therapeutic 
purposes) is one of the oldest treatment methods used worldwide. 
Herodotus documented the first herbal medicine reports dating 
back to 3000 BC, and physician and philosopher Paracelsus 

recognized the healing power of plants and referred to the 
holistic approach for sustainable health by saying, “All meadows, 
all mountains and hills are pharmacies” (1). The concept of 
phytotherapy generally refers to the use of medicinal plants or 
herbal medicines to prevent, treat diseases or improve health 
conditions. Most phytotherapies have been developed from 
traditional medicinal plants. This concept summarizes an 

ABSTRACT 

Gastrointestinal disorders include various disorders affecting organs 
such as the stomach, intestines, and liver, and while they have an 
important place in human health, their treatment processes are also 
complex. These disorders constitute an increasing health problem 
today and pose a significant burden on both health services and 
individuals. In the treatment of these disorders, phytotherapy 
(herbal treatment) is considered an important alternative in 
addition to traditional medicine. The use of phytotherapy has 
become preferred because it offers more natural options for 
patients with fewer side effects. Phytotherapy provides positive 
effects on the digestive system with its many properties such as 
anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, and antimicrobial features. In this 
article, various phytotherapeutic agents (e.g., aloe vera, turmeric, 
bitter melon, pomegranate, St. John’s wort, mint, black cumin, 
berberine, garlic, olive leaf, cinnamon, tea, ginger, carnation and 
nettle) used in gastrointestinal disorders such as gastroesophageal 
reflux, peptic ulcer, inflammatory bowel disease, irritable bowel 
syndrome, colon polyps, colorectal and stomach cancer are 
discussed and their effects on the digestive system and potential 
properties in managing symptoms are discussed.
Keywords: Gastrointestinal system, digestive system disorders, 
phytotherapy, herbal treatment

ÖZ 

Gastrointestinal sistem hastalıkları; mide, barsaklar, karaciğer 
gibi organları etkileyen çeşitli rahatsızlıkları içermektedir ve 
insan sağlığında önemli bir yer tutmakla birlikte tedavi süreçleri 
de karmaşıktır. Bu hastalıklar günümüzde giderek artan bir 
sağlık sorununu teşkil etmekte ve hem sağlık hizmetleri hem de 
bireyler üzerinde önemli bir yük oluşturmaktadır. Bu hastalıkların 
tedavisinde geleneksel tıbbın yanı sıra fitoterapi (bitkisel tedavi), 
önemli bir alternatif olarak değerlendirilmektedir. Fitoterapinin 
kullanımı, hastalar için daha doğal ve yan etkileri daha az olan 
seçenekler sunması nedeniyle tercih edilir hale gelmiştir. Fitoterapi; 
anti-enflamatuvar, antioksidan ve antimikrobiyal gibi pek çok 
özelliği ile sindirim sistemi üzerinde olumlu etkiler sağlamaktadır. 
Bu yazıda, gastrointestinal sistem hastalıkları olan gastroözofageal 
reflü, peptik ülser, enflamatuvar barsak hastalığı, irratable barsak 
sendromu, kolon polipleri, kolorektal ve mide kanserinde kullanılan 
çeşitli fitoterapötik ajanlara (örn; aloe vera, zerdeçal, kudret narı, 
nar, sarı kantaron, nane, çörek otu, berberin, sarımsak, zeytin 
yaprağı, tarçın, çay, zencefil, karenfil ve ısırgan otu) yer verilmiş 
sindirim sistemi üzerindeki etkileri ve semptomları yönetmedeki 
potansiyel özellikleri ele alınmıştır.
Anahtar Sözcükler: Gastrointestinal sistem, sindirim sistemi 
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evidence-based healing system that is widely practiced worldwide. 
Compared to nutritional therapy, phytotherapy is more complex 
due to the use of many products with diverse chemical structures 
and biological activities. Phytotherapy has an ancient history and 
is widely used worldwide. Some phytotherapy strategies are well 
known, having been extensively studied in the fields of chemistry 
and pharmacology and partially proven by clinical trials.

Epidemiological studies have shown that plant-based diets 
can have protective effects on diseases such as cardiovascular, 
gastrointestinal disorders and cancers, and can also be effective 
on broad health problems such as obesity and diabetes.

In this article, we will examine the plants used in the main 
gastrointestinal disorders and their methods of action in the light 
of the literature. The use of phytotherapy in these system diseases 
has become preferred because it offers more natural options for 
patients with fewer side effects. Phytotherapy provides positive 
effects on the digestive system with many properties such as 
anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, antimicrobial and anticancer 
features. The diseases discussed and the plants used are explained 
specifically for the disease.

Phytotherapy in Gastroesophageal Reflux Disease and Peptic 
Ulcer

Aloe vera is an effective plant used in the treatment of 
gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD). GERD is a condition 
that occurs when stomach acid leaks back into the esophagus (2). 
Symptoms include heartburn, difficulty swallowing, irritation 
in the esophagus, a burning sensation in the throat and cough. 
Aloe vera is a jelly-like substance obtained from the leaves of a 
cactus-like plant. However, recent studies have shown that aloe 
vera may also have positive effects on digestive system disorders. 
The polysaccharides and antioxidants found in aloe vera have the 
potential to neutralize stomach acid. This feature helps relieve 
GERD symptoms. The anti-inflammatory properties of aloe vera 
help reduce irritation and inflammation that may occur in the 
esophagus. This feature may contribute to the improvement of 
symptoms such as difficulty swallowing that occur due to GERD. 
It is thought that aloe vera may have a regulatory effect on the 
digestive system. It can regulate bowel movements and improve 
digestive processes. This may be effective in reducing GERD 
symptoms caused by digestive problems (3). The effectiveness 
of aloe vera has been demonstrated in various pharmacological 
and clinical studies. Thus, the potential benefits of aloe vera on 
GERD and the points to be considered are emphasized. Peptic 
ulcer disease is a condition characterized by lesions on the inner 
surface of the stomach or duodenum. These wounds are usually 
affected by digestive juices such as stomach acid and pepsin, and 
symptoms can include heartburn, abdominal pain, indigestion, 
and even bleeding. Peptic ulcers are often associated with factors 
such as Helicobacter pylori infection, long-term use of non-steroidal  
anti-inflammatory drugs, or excessive alcohol consumption (4). 

Turmeric (Curcuma longa) is a plant of which roots grow 
underground and is a spice widely used in Asian cuisine. The 
active ingredient of turmeric is curcumin, which has anti-

inflammatory, antioxidant, and antiseptic properties (5). These 
properties suggest that it may be potentially useful in the treatment 
of peptic ulcer disease. Turmeric can speed up the healing process 
of ulcers by reducing the inflammatory responses that play a role 
in the formation of peptic ulcers and the inflammation in the 
lining of the stomach and intestines. The antioxidants in it can 
prevent damage to stomach and intestinal cells by combating 
free radicals. This can slow down the formation and progression 
of peptic ulcers. Various studies on the potential benefits of 
turmeric in the treatment of peptic ulcer disease have attempted 
to prove this effectiveness (6,7). 

Bitter melon is one of the herbal treatment methods that may 
be potentially useful in the treatment of peptic ulcer disease. 
Bitter melon has anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties 
thanks to the various biologically active components it contains. 
Bitter melon has protective effects on the stomach and intestinal 
mucosa and can accelerate the healing process of ulcers thanks 
to these properties. Studies have shown that bitter melon can 
be effective in the treatment of peptic ulcers by neutralizing 
stomach acid and protecting the mucosa (8,9).

Inflammatory Bowel Disease 

Inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) is a disorder that includes 
chronic IBD such as Crohn’s disease and ulcerative colitis. 
These diseases are characterized by chronic inflammation and 
damage to the intestines. Symptoms may include abdominal 
pain, diarrhea, bloody stools, weight loss and fatigue (10,11). In 
addition to pharmaceutical drugs, natural and herbal supports 
are also being investigated in the treatment of patients with IBD.

Pomegranate (Punica granatum L.) is a fruit rich in antioxidants 
and phytochemicals. Pomegranate peel and seeds, in particular, 
contain compounds with many health benefits, such as 
polyphenols (e.g., ellagic acid), anthocyanins, flavonoids, 
and vitamin C. It is suggested that the anti-inflammatory, 
antioxidant, and immunomodulatory properties of these 
compounds may be beneficial in the management of IBD. Ellagic 
acid, which contains anti-inflammatory and antioxidant effects, 
can reduce the severity and frequency of IBD symptoms by 
reducing inflammation in the intestinal wall and can help protect 
intestinal cells against oxidative stress by fighting free radicals 
(12,13). Pomegranate, which is among the natural supports in 
the management of IBD, is considered a potential alternative or 
supportive treatment option thanks to its anti-inflammatory and 
antioxidant properties.

Irritable Bowel Syndrome

Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) is a common digestive system 
disorder and its symptoms include abdominal pain, bloating, 
gas, diarrhea, and constipation. Although the exact cause of IBS 
is unknown, factors such as stress, eating habits, and changes in 
intestinal microbiota are thought to play a role (14). There is an 
increasing search for non-pharmaceutical, natural supports for 
managing IBS symptoms.

St. John’s Wort (Hypericum perforatum) is a plant that has been 
used in the treatment of various health problems since ancient 
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times. It is known especially for treating mental health problems 
such as depression and anxiety, but in recent years its effects on 
digestive system disorders have also been investigated (15). The 
compounds in St. John’s Wort help relieve muscle spasms and 
pain in the intestines, and it is thought that these properties will 
provide potential benefits in the management of IBS symptoms.

Peppermint oil (Mentha piperita) is another herbal treatment 
known to be effective in relieving IBS symptoms. The menthol 
in peppermint oil can reduce muscle spasms in the intestines 
and relieve symptoms such as abdominal pain, bloating, and gas. 
Studies have shown that peppermint oil is effective in managing 
IBS symptoms and improves the quality of life of patients (16).

Black seed oil (Nigella sativa) is another herbal oil that has anti-
inflammatory and antispasmodic properties and can relieve IBS 
symptoms. The thymoquinone content of black seed oil may 
help manage IBS symptoms by reducing inflammation in the 
intestines and relieving spasms. Studies investigating the effects 
of black seed oil on IBS suggest that this oil may be beneficial in 
reducing symptoms and improving the quality of life of patients 
(17).

Colon Polyps and Colorectal Cancer

Colon polyps are small, abnormal tissue growths found in the 
large intestine, and in some cases, they can turn into cancer. 
Colorectal cancer is cancer of the large intestine or rectum and is 
a major health problem worldwide (18). The potential benefits 
of naturally derived compounds are being investigated in the 
treatment of both colon polyps and colorectal cancer.

Berberine (Berberis Vulgaris) is a natural alkaloid found in many 
plants. Curcumin is a compound obtained from the turmeric 
root that has anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, and anticancer 
properties. These two compounds have properties that may 
provide potential benefits for conditions such as colon polyps 
and colorectal cancer.

Berberine is noted for its ability to reduce intestinal 
inflammation, regulate cell turnover, and stop the growth of 
cancer cells. Berberine has been shown to have anticancer effects 
in several studies. Curcumin stands out as an effective tool in 
preventing colon polyps and cancer development by suppressing 
inflammation and promoting apoptosis (programmed cell death) 
processes (19,20).

Pomegranate peel extract may play an important role in 
preventing colon polyps and colorectal cancer through the high 
amount of antioxidant compounds it contains. Pomegranate peel 
contains various antioxidants such as polyphenols, flavonoids, 
and tannins. These compounds may reduce the risk of cancer 
by preventing cell damage caused by free radicals. The anti-
inflammatory properties of pomegranate peel may also help 
reduce intestinal inflammation, which may contribute to 
preventing the development of polyps and cancer (21).

The antioxidant properties of pomegranate peel extract can 
prevent DNA damage by reducing oxidative stress in cells, 

thus providing a protective effect against cancer. Studies have 
shown that pomegranate peel can prevent the growth of cancer 
cells and promote the apoptosis process. These properties make 
pomegranate peel extract a potential phytotherapeutic agent in 
preventing colon polyps and colorectal cancer (22).

Stomach Cancer and Phytotherapy

Stomach cancer is a major health problem worldwide and 
its treatment processes are complex. Stomach cancer is a type 
of cancer that occurs as a result of abnormal growth and 
proliferation in stomach cells. It usually starts in the lining of 
the stomach and can spread to other tissues over time. Stomach 
cancer symptoms are often not obvious in the early stages, so 
the disease is usually diagnosed in advanced stages. Risk factors 
include Helicobacter pylori infection, excessive consumption of 
salty or smoked foods, obesity, smoking, and family history. 
Early diagnosis and treatment are important because stomach 
cancer can be difficult to treat in advanced stages (23). However, 
research on the positive effects of natural foods and plants on 
health shows that some foods can reduce the risk of cancer or 
support treatment processes.

Garlic (Allium sativum) is a plant that has been used for 
medicinal purposes for thousands of years and is known to have 
various positive effects on health with the bioactive compounds 
it contains. Allicin, the main active ingredient of garlic, has 
antioxidant and antimicrobial properties. In addition, the sulfur 
compounds found in garlic can also have positive effects on 
health. Studies on stomach cancer show that garlic consumption 
can reduce the risk of cancer. Garlic can prevent cell damage and 
reduce the effects of carcinogenic substances in the body through 
the antioxidants it contains. In addition, some laboratory studies 
have shown that garlic can prevent the growth of cancer cells 
and trigger the apoptosis (programmed cell death) mechanism 
(24,25). However, more clinical research is needed on the exact 
effects of these effects on humans.

Resveratrol is a natural polyphenol found in grape skins, red 
wine, Japanese knotweed (Polygonum cuspidatum) and some 
other plants. It is known to have antioxidant, anti-inflammatory 
and anticancer properties. Studies on stomach cancer show that 
resveratrol can prevent the growth of cancer cells and trigger the 
apoptosis process. Resveratrol may reduce the risk of stomach 
cancer by preventing cell damage caused by free radicals and 
repairing DNA damage (26,27). 

The protective and therapeutic effects of resveratrol on 
stomach cancer involve mechanisms at the cellular level. These 
mechanisms include suppression of inflammation, reduction of 
oxidative stress, and regulation of cellular signaling pathways. It 
has also been suggested that resveratrol may increase treatment 
efficacy and reduce drug resistance of cancer cells when used in 
conjunction with chemotherapy (28).

Fatty Liver and Phytotherapy

Fatty liver is a condition characterized by excessive fat 
accumulation in liver cells. This disease can negatively affect liver 
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function and, in advanced cases, can develop into liver cirrhosis 
or liver cancer. Phytotherapy contains natural ingredients that 
may be potentially beneficial in the treatment of fatty liver.

Olive leaf (Olea europaea L. Folium) extract has strong antioxidant 
properties and is effective in reducing fat accumulation in 
liver cells. Oleuropein contained in olive leaf extract has anti-
inflammatory and hepatoprotective properties that support liver 
health (29).

Garcinia cambogia (Garcinia gummi-gutta) extract can reduce 
fat synthesis and prevent fatty liver through its hydroxycitric acid 
content. This plant has properties that support weight loss and 
regulate fat metabolism (30).

Cinnamon (Cinnamomum verum) is another herb recommended 
for use in the treatment of fatty liver. Cinnamon can support liver 
health with its anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties and 
prevent fat accumulation by reducing insulin resistance (31).

Bitter melon extract has anti-inflammatory and antioxidant 
properties and may be effective in reducing fat accumulation 
in liver cells. The components contained in bitter melon may 
protect liver health and prevent the progression of steatosis (32).

Ellagic acid is a natural polyphenol found in various fruits 
and vegetables. Ellagic acid, which has antioxidant and anti-
inflammatory properties, may support liver health by reducing 
fat accumulation in liver cells (33).

Curcumin is the active ingredient in turmeric and has strong 
antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties. Curcumin may 
be potentially beneficial in the treatment of fatty liver and may 
improve liver function (34).

Diarrhea

Diarrhea is a condition characterized by increased bowel 
movements and increased water content of stool. Some of the 
plants used in phytotherapeutic treatments for diarrhea are:

Tea (Camelia Sinensis) is one of the plants commonly used in the 
treatment of diarrhea. The tannins in tea can relieve diarrhea by 
tightening the intestinal mucosa and reducing bowel movements. 
In addition, the antimicrobial properties of tea can help control 
intestinal infections (35).

Pomegranate peel is an effective herbal solution for diarrhea 
treatment through the tannins it contains. The antimicrobial 
and anti-inflammatory properties of pomegranate peel can help 
reduce intestinal infections and inflammation. Studies have 
shown that pomegranate peel extract is effective in the treatment 
of diarrhea (21).

Ginger (Zingiber officinale), as well as being widely used in 
the treatment of nausea and vomiting, can also be effective in 
the treatment of diarrhea. The antiemetic and antispasmodic 
properties of ginger can reduce the severity of diarrhea by 
regulating bowel movements (36).

Clove (syzygium aromaticum) is another effective herb in the 
treatment of diarrhea. The antimicrobial and anti-inflammatory 

properties of clove relieve diarrhea by reducing intestinal 
infections and inflammation. In addition, the eugenol compound 
contained in cloves helps control diarrhea by reducing intestinal 
muscle spasms (37).

Constipation

Constipation is a condition characterized by decreased bowel 
movements and hardening of stools. Phytotherapy offers natural 
and effective solutions in the treatment of constipation.

Flaxseed oil is a natural product widely used in the treatment 
of constipation. Flaxseed oil can increase bowel movements and 
help soften stools through its high fiber content. In addition, the 
omega-3 fatty acids contained in flaxseed oil support intestinal 
health and reduce inflammation (38).

Senna (Senna alexandrina) is another plant used in the 
treatment of constipation. The leaves and fruits of senna contain 
anthraquinone glycosides that increase bowel movements. These 
compounds can relieve constipation by encouraging contraction 
of the intestinal muscles (39).

Nettle (Urtica dioica) has mild laxative properties and can be used 
in the treatment of constipation. Nettle can relieve constipation 
by increasing bowel movements and helping to soften stools (40).

Conclusion
Gastrointestinal tract disorders are considered complex 
conditions in which herbal medicines can be included alongside 
medical treatment and lifestyle changes. Phytotherapy involves 
the use of plant-derived compounds, and the effects of these 
compounds on gastrointestinal health are increasingly being 
investigated. The chemical composition and clinical studies 
discussed in my article have shown that some plants may be 
potentially useful in the management of digestive tract diseases. 
When the chemical compositions of plants are examined, it has 
been found that many plants have anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, 
antispasmodic or antimicrobial properties. For example, it has 
been found that the anti-inflammatory effects of curcumin, the 
active ingredient in turmeric, can relieve symptoms of conditions 
such as stomach ulcers and IBS. Similarly, ginger has been shown 
to help treat nausea and digestive problems with its antiemetic 
(anti-vomiting) effects on the digestive system.

The results of clinical studies also support the effectiveness of 
phytotherapy. However, more scientific research is needed on the 
effectiveness of phytotherapy, and the methodological quality 
of such studies and the use of standardized forms of plants 
are important. In addition, the interactions and side effects of 
phytotherapy with other treatment methods should also be taken 
into account.

In conclusion, phytotherapy can be a potentially effective 
complementary treatment option in the management of 
gastrointestinal disorders. However, patients and healthcare 
professionals need to be careful in this regard and create treatment 
plans that are appropriate for individual situations. Further 
research and clinical studies will help us understand more about 
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the effectiveness and safety of herbs, making phytotherapy a 
reliable option for patients.
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