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Abstract: 
 
Black cohosh is a plant that has long been used by Native 
Americans and alternative healers for treating various disorders. 
Although commonly used there is little data regarding the safety 
of black cohosh. Due to the lack of evidence on its safety, black 
cohosh should not be used during or for the induction of 
pregnancy.  This pamphlet describes what black cohosh is, how it 
is used, adverse effects of its use, and current data on its 
safety during pregnancy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 
Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 

School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 

patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect the 
views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 
and faculty.  These materials are provided for informational 



purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 
advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  
The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 
not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information 
provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 

disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of 
a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Current data 




Although commonly used there 
is little data regarding the 

safety of black cohosh. 
 

Some studies suggest that black 
cohosh might help induce labor. 

However, more studies are 
needed to confirm this finding. 

 
Due to the lack of evidence on 
its safety, black cohosh should 
not be used during pregnancy. 
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For further information on 
black cohosh: 

 
National Center for 
Complimentary and 

Alternative Medicine by the 
National Institutes of Health 

http://nccam.nih.gov/ 
 
 
American Academy of Family 

Physicians 
http://www.aafp.org/ 
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Black cohosh is a plant that has long 
been used by Native Americans and 
alternative healers for treating 
various disorders. 
 
Native Americans used black cohosh 
to treat menstrual symptoms such as 
cramping, irregular bleeding, and 
premenstrual syndrome (PMS).  Black 
cohosh has also been used to alleviate 
menopausal symptoms, nervous 
tension, fever, diarrhea, cough, sour 
stomach, sore throat, arthritis, and 
induction of labor. 
 

  
 

What is black cohosh? 
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One common use of black cohosh is for 
inducing labor in pregnant women.  
 
Labor is a process through which the 
fetus moves from inside the uterus to 
outside the mother’s body. Clinically, it 
is defined as uterine contractions that 
create dilation of the cervix.   
 
Induction of labor refers to the process 
whereby uterine contractions are started 
by medical means before the onset of 
spontaneous or “natural” labor. 
 
Black cohosh has been used by midwives 
and traditional healers as a way to 
induce labor.   
 
It is unknown whether black cohosh is 
harmful to the mother or the fetus. 
 
Studies have not conclusively determined 
if black cohosh effectively induces labor. 



  
 

How is black  
cohosh used in 

pregnancy? 

Adverse effects 



 

Studies have linked black cohosh with 
a variety of side effects, including 
weight gain, stomach upset, breast 
tenderness, headache, cramping, 
rash, dizziness, and vaginal spotting or 
bleeding.  
 
There is concern that black cohosh 
might cause liver disease. Several case 
reports of liver toxicity have been 
described in women taking black 
cohosh and products that contain 
black cohosh. Often these women 
developed liver failure and required 
immediate liver transplantation. 
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