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OVERVIEW

Introduction
Arnica montana, also known as wolf ’s bane, is an herbal medication used topically for pain and inflammation 
but is of unproven efficacy. It is an extract of the flowering plant Arnica montana, a member of the daisy family. 
Arnica montana is used topically and as such has not been linked to serum aminotransferase elevations or to 
clinically apparent liver injury.

Background
Arnica montana (also called wolf ’s bane) is a tall perineal plant with large yellow flowers that belongs to the 
daisy family Asteraceae and is widespread across Europe. Arnica montana is used in small oral doses in 
homeopathic medicine and in low doses as treatment for pain, inflammation and fever, most often post-surgery 
or trauma. It is also used more conventionally as a topical medication for wound healing, swelling, 
inflammation, bruising and pain. However, there is little evidence for its efficacy either as an oral homeopathic 
or a topical herbal therapy. The FDA classifies Arnica montana as an unsafe herb and cautions against using it 
orally or applied to broken skin where absorption can occur. Arnica montana extracts have antiinflammatory 
effects in vitro and have been purported to be beneficial for pain and swelling when applied topically. The 
clinical studies have not confirmed its effects on inflammation or pain. Arnica montana is available in multiple 
over-the-counter topical forms which are claimed to be useful in treating painful skin conditions. Arnica 
montana extracts applied topically have mild-to-moderate adverse events, which usually overwhelm any 
beneficial effects they may have on skin conditions. Oral administration of Arnica montana in moderate 
amounts can cause gastrointestinal upset, nausea, vomiting and abdominal pain. Arnica montana extracts can 
cause skin rash and urticaria and should not be taken by mouth.

Hepatotoxicity
In multiple small, rather short term clinical trials of different preparations of Arnica montana extracts, adverse 
side effects were described as uncommon and local with no mention of either hepatotoxicity or ALT elevations. 
Despite widespread use, there have been no published reports of serum enzyme elevations or clinically apparent 
liver injury attributable to either homeopathic low doses orally or conventional topically applied Arnica 
montana extracts.

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



Mechanism of Injury
The mechanism by which Arnica montana might cause liver injury is unknown.

Outcome and Management
Hepatotoxicity from topically applied extracts of Arnica montana has not been reported.

Drug Class: Herbal and Dietary Supplements

Other names: Arnica, Wolf ’s bane, Leopard’s bane, Mountain tobacco.

PRODUCT INFORMATION
REPRESENTATIVE TRADE NAMES

Arnica montana – 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
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