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Mechanism of Action of Aromatherapy on Central Nervous System
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Abstract

Aromatherapy is the therapeutic use of essential oils. Mechanisms of action of essential
oils on the central nervous system are (1) neuropharmacological mechanism and (2) psychological
mechanism. Essential oils have effects on the functions of the neurotransmitter systems.
Sedative essential oils can inhibit the activity of glutamatergic, and enhance the activity of
GABAergic, dopaminergic, serotonergic and cholinergic systems, whereas essential oils with
stimulant activity can inhibit the activity of GABAergic system. Psychological mechanism of
action of essential oils relates to limbic system. The effects of a pleasant/unpleasant familiar
learnt response elicited by the odor are demonstrated via the function of hypothalamic-
pituitary-adrenal axis. The overall effect of an essential oil is the combined effect of both

neurophamacological mechanism and psychological mechanism.

Keywords: aromatherapy, essential oils, mechanism of action, central nervous system
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