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HEALTH BASICS

Kava

Kava is a Pacific plant used in traditional drinks and relaxation supplements.

WHAT IT IS

A drink or supplement made from a Pacific plant

WHERE IT COMES UP

Ceremonial drinks, relaxation products, and supplement labels

WHY IT MATTERS

May cause sedation, interactions, or serious liver injury

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Pharmacist, primary care clinician, or poison control service

HOW IT IS CHECKED

No standard test; liver blood tests when medically indicated

Overview

Kava comes from Piper methysticum , a plant native to the South Pacific. Its roots and

underground stems are used to make drinks, powders, capsules, tablets, and liquid extracts.

Kava has a long history in Pacific cultures. Traditional water-based drinks may be used at

ceremonies and social gatherings. Commercial supplements are often sold for relaxation,

anxiety, or sleep. These products are not necessarily the same as traditional preparations.

The plant contains active chemicals called kavalactones . The type and amount of these

chemicals can differ between plants and products. Preparation methods, plant parts,

extraction solvents, storage, and contamination can also affect what a product contains.

Kava is not a disease or diagnosis. It is a plant product with effects on the brain and body.

"Natural" does not mean that every product is safe or suitable for every person.

In the United States, kava supplements are sold as dietary supplements rather than approved

medicines. Manufacturers do not have to prove that a supplement treats a health condition

before selling it. Rules and product availability differ between countries.
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How it works

Kavalactones affect signaling in the brain and nervous system. Their exact actions are not fully

understood. Research suggests that several brain pathways may be involved rather than one

single target.

Kava can produce a calming or sedating effect. Sedation means reduced alertness or

increased drowsiness. It may also slow reaction time and affect coordination, even if you do

not feel very sleepy.

Some studies have examined particular kava extracts for anxiety. Results cannot automatically

be applied to every kava drink or supplement. Products may contain different kavalactones,

use different extraction methods, or include different plant parts. Evidence about

effectiveness remains limited, and kava should not replace an assessment for ongoing anxiety,

sleep problems, or other health concerns.

There is no standard measurement that tells you how strongly a particular kava product will

affect you. A label may state a total amount or kavalactone content, but that does not

guarantee consistent absorption, purity, or safety.

Why it matters for your health

Kava can add to the effects of alcohol, sleep medicines, opioid pain medicines, anti-anxiety

medicines, sedating antihistamines like cetirizine or loratadine , and other substances that

reduce alertness. Combining them may cause more drowsiness, confusion, poor coordination,

or slowed breathing.

This matters when driving, cycling in traffic, working at height, or using machinery. Do not

assume you are unimpaired because a product is sold without a prescription.

Cases of liver injury have been linked to kava products. The reported injury appears

uncommon, but the exact risk is not known. Some cases have been severe, including liver

failure. Researchers have not established one cause for all cases. Possible factors include the

preparation method, the plant parts used, product quality, other substances, and individual

susceptibility.

Safety information is limited for pregnancy, breastfeeding, and use by children. If you are

pregnant, could become pregnant, are breastfeeding, or are considering kava for a child, ask a

qualified clinician before exposure.

Kava may also matter before surgery or a procedure requiring sedation or anesthesia. Tell the

surgical or anesthesia team about it. They can advise whether and when to stop it; do not

guess at a stopping interval.
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What can go wrong

Kava use relates mainly to the following conditions and situations:

Milder unwanted effects can include headache, dizziness, stomach upset, or drowsiness.

These effects do not reveal whether liver injury is occurring.

Arrange routine follow-up with a pharmacist or primary care clinician if you use kava regularly,

have questions about interactions, or are taking it for a concern that is not improving. Bring the

container or a clear photograph of the full label.

Stop using the product and seek urgent medical advice if you develop yellow skin or eyes, dark

urine, pale stools, persistent vomiting, marked loss of appetite, unusual tiredness, or pain in the

upper abdomen. These can be signs of liver or gallbladder problems and need assessment,

although they can have other causes.

Call emergency services if someone is difficult to wake, has trouble breathing, collapses, or

develops severe swelling of the face or throat. If too much may have been taken, or a child has

swallowed it, contact a poison control service promptly. Keep the package available so staff

can identify the product.

- Drug-induced liver injury: inflammation or damage caused by a medicine, herb, or
supplement

- Excess sedation: unusually reduced alertness, coordination, or responsiveness

- Substance interactions: stronger or less predictable effects when kava is combined with
alcohol, medicines, or other supplements

- Kava dermopathy: dry, rough, scaly, or yellow-tinged skin reported with heavy or
prolonged use

- Product quality problems: contamination, adulteration, or inaccurate labeling

- Impaired driving or falls: harm related to slower reactions and poor coordination

What you can do

There is no screening test that can prove kava will be safe or effective for you. Routine liver

testing is not automatically required for everyone who has ever used it. A clinician may order

liver blood tests when there are concerning signs, existing liver problems, interacting

medicines, or another clinical reason.

Before using kava, you can:
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Avoid combining kava with alcohol or other sedating substances unless a clinician who knows

your medication list has said the combination is appropriate. Do not drive or perform hazardous

tasks after taking it if your alertness or coordination could be affected.

Independent quality certification may show that a product was tested for certain ingredients or

contaminants. It does not prove that kava is effective, free from all contaminants, or safe for

you.

If you have liver disease, previously had a supplement-related liver injury, take medicines that

affect the liver, or are preparing for surgery, ask your clinician before using kava. Do not stop a

prescribed medicine in order to take kava.

- Ask a pharmacist to check it against your medicines and supplements

- Check whether your country restricts kava products

- Record the product name, manufacturer, batch number, and dates used

- Keep the label, receipt, and packaging in case a reaction is reported

- Ask what evidence supports the specific reason you are considering it

Common questions

Is traditional kava the same as a kava capsule?

No. Traditional drinks are usually prepared with water, while commercial products may use

concentrated extracts or other processing methods. Their chemical content and effects may

differ.

Is kava proven to treat anxiety?

Some research suggests that certain standardized extracts may reduce anxiety over the short

term. The evidence is not strong enough to assume that every kava product works, and safety

concerns remain. Persistent anxiety deserves assessment rather than self-treatment alone.

Does a normal liver blood test mean kava is safe for me?

No. A normal result describes liver function or injury markers at that time. It cannot predict

whether a future reaction will occur.

Is there a safe dose?

Products and preparations differ too much to give one dose that is safe for everyone.

Following a label does not remove the possibility of sedation, interactions, contamination, or

liver injury.

Can I drink alcohol with kava?
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The combination can increase sedation and impaired coordination. It may also add to concerns

about liver injury. Avoid combining them unless a clinician familiar with your health and

medicines has advised otherwise.

What should I do if I no longer have the package?

Write down anything you remember, including the brand, product form, where it was

purchased, how much was used, and when. A pharmacist, clinician, or poison control service

can still advise you.
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