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Major Therapeutic Activity of Cat's Claw 

Key Points at a Glance   

Cat's Claw 

• two species used traditionally: Uncaria tomentosa and 
Uncaria guianensis, mainly as a tonic and for inflammatory 
conditions and cancer 

• use of the stem bark is preferred to support the 
sustainability of the plant 

• clinically demonstrated (U. tomentosa, oral administration) 
to: 
− improve immune function in HIV/AIDS 
− provide some benefits to cancer patients 
− relieve symptoms of rheumatoid arthritis 
− reduce inflammation in mouth infection 
 

  

• prominent constituents: two types of oxindole alkaloids 
(POAs and TOAs) 

• the action of POAs is generally preferred 
• three chemotypes of Uncaria tomentosa occur: two contain 

predominantly POAs and the other mainly TOAs 
− the major indigenous group of the Peruvian central 

rainforest is said to preferentially harvest plants high in 
POAs  

 

 
 

Traditional Use 
Uncaria tomentosa is a woody vine native to the Amazon 
rainforest and widely distributed in other tropical areas of 
South and Central America. 
 
The common name, Cat’s Claw (Uña de Gato) refers to 
both Uncaria tomentosa and Uncaria guianensis. The bark 
is used in traditional Peruvian medicine by many 
indigenous groups to treat degenerative processes 
(including cancer), inflammatory conditions (such as 
arthritis), gastric ulcers, intestinal colic, diarrhoea, venereal 
diseases, snake bite, diabetes, asthma, uterine 
haemorrhage, internal wounds and as a postpartum 
tonic.1-5  
 
Tincture of the root or bark, or a decoction of the bark is 
administered for convalescence or debility. It is regarded 
as a tonic or restorative. High doses of root decoction are 
administered as a contraceptive.1  
 
Other traditional uses include: 
• root and bark of U. tomentosa for liver, kidney and 

rheumatic pain, and bark for irregular menses 
(Bolivian Amazon);6 

• bark of U. tomentosa for cancer, internal inflammation 
and kidney problems (southern Ecuador).7 

 
Cat’s Claw (Uña de Gato) is one of the most important 
plant medicines of the Asháninka Indians, a major 
indigenous people of the Peruvian central rainforest. 

Within their medicinal system, Asháninka Indians believe a 
human consists of a physical being and a spiritual being 
who communicate with each other by means of a 
regulating element. Medical disorders can arise from these 
components and are classified into physical diseases, 
hidden psychological complaints and deterioration of the 
regulation (between physical and spiritual). The priests, 
who are the highest level of healers, protect harmony. The 
Asháninka expression ‘I am healthy’ literally means ‘I carry 
harmony’. Cat’s Claw is one of the 'powerful plants' 
exclusively utilised by the priests to eliminate disturbance 
in the communication between body and spirit.8 
 
Plants are used, in conjunction with a special fasting and 
isolation period, for shamanic initiation and apprenticeship 
into the traditional medicine of the Amazon. This 
philosophy is practised by many ethnic groups of the area. 
The first part of this process involves purification and 
cleansing. Uncaria tomentosa, given orally to the 
apprentice as a decoction of the bark, is one plant 
frequently used for this purpose by the master healers. The 
purgative process involves the mind as well as the body. 
Many of the plants used in this part of the process have 
laxative, emetic and anthelmintic properties, although 
some plants, including Uncaria tomentosa, are said to 
clean and purify the blood, "a potential storehouse of 
physical and spiritual impurities".9 
 
Nicole Maxwell, an ethnobotanist searching in the Amazon 
for medicinal plants during the late 1950s described the 
local indigenous people using U. tomentosa to successfully 
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treat tumours. She used it herself to recover from a serious 
infection. To her amazement after taking it for several 
months to prevent recurrence of infection, some dark 
coloured hairs began to appear amongst her normally full 
head of white hair!10 
 
The plant part used for the traditional applications is most 
often the bark, although whether of the stem or root is not 
specified.1-7 It is documented that the root, root bark, stem 
bark, leaves and the entire plant have been used 
traditionally.1,8,11 Generally, the indications for the root are 
similar to those of the bark. The leaves are noted to have 
other applications, for example, by the Asháninka, and to 
not be as strong in activity as the bark.1 
 
The export of Cat's Claw bark escalated in 1994 and the 
Peruvian government put regulations in place in 1995 to 
help ensure the plants' sustainability. From early 1999 the 
export of Cat's Claw became prohibited, except when 
obtained from managed natural stock or plantations.12,13 
Because harvesting of the root may destroy the plant, 
controlled-harvesting methods are often used. For 
example, use of the stem bark: vines are cut at a sufficent 
height above the ground (e.g. 20–100 cm) to allow plants 
to regenerate.13,14 It is possible to harvest the root without 
disrupting the continued growth of the plant e.g. removing 
side roots or only a portion of the main root.11 This, latter 
type of harvesting, is unlikely to be conducted on a large 
scale. Use of the stem bark is generally recommended in 
preference to the root bark.  
  

Constituents 
The chemical composition of Cat's Claw can vary. It is 
influenced by many factors, including geographic origin, as 
well as climactic and growing conditions.15 
 
In addition, the occurrence of two chemotypes of Uncaria 
tomentosa was reported in 1997. One chemotype 
contained the pentacyclic oxindole alkaloids (POAs) with 
only traces of tetracyclic oxindole alkaloids (TOAs), the 
other contained exclusively or mostly only TOAs.16  
 
Research conducted in the late 1990s suggested that POAs 
and TOAs may have antagonistic immune activity:17 POAs 
stimulated endothelial cells in vitro to produce a 
lymphocyte-proliferation-regulating factor, while addition 
of TOAs to POAs inhibited the release of the factor in a 
dose-dependent manner.8,18 Probably based on these 
findings, the US Pharmacopeia advised that Cat's Claw 
products should contain a minimum amount of TOAs.17 
However, the effects of the two types of oxindole alkaloids 
may not always be divergent. In a later, in vitro study 
involving stimulated peripheral blood mononuclear cells, 
POAs and TOAs showed similar suppression activity in 
pathways induced by interferon-γ. Two extracts of 
U. tomentosa root, one containing no TOAs, and the other 
containing POAs and some TOAs, also demonstrated the 

suppressive effect, although comparing the activity with 
that of the alkaloid mixtures (POAs, TOAs) on the basis of 
concentration, suggested that other constituents of Cat's 
Claw may also contribute.19 
 
Interestingly, it was reported in 1999 that the Asháninka 
priests are able to distinguish between chemotypes – they 
harvest only the plants containing mostly POAs. This is 
despite the fact that the two chemotypes are botanically 
identical (i.e. the plants look identical).8 
 
More recently, three chemotypes were found. Plants were 
obtained from the Peruvian Amazon, including from areas 
of rainforest with a range of altitudes. The new analytical 
research shows two chemotypes were composed 
predominantly or almost exclusively of POAs, and the 
other chemotype contained mainly TOAs. The POA 
chemotypes contained POAs of differing structure: cis 
configuration to the D/E ring (speciophylline, uncarine F, 
pteropodine, isopteropodine) or trans configuration to the 
D/E ring (mitraphylline, isomitraphylline).15,17 However, for 
use in clinical trials, it is the ratio of POAs to TOAs which is 
considered the most important issue for the administered 
extract, and the distinction between the POA chemotypes 
has not been undertaken to date. 
 
The 1997 and later studies that found the existence of 
chemotypes, investigated the alkaloid profile in the stem 
bark, root and leaves of a range of Cat's Claw (Uncaria 
tomentosa) plants.15-17 
 
Other constituents in U. tomentosa stem bark include 
polyphenols and quinovic acid glycosides.20 
 

Pharmacological Activity  
Cat's Claw bark extract has shown anti-inflammatory 
activity after oral administration in experimental 
models.21-24 An important major mechanism, investigated 
in both in vitro and in vivo research, is the suppression of 
the transcription factor NF-kappaB. For example, Cat's Claw 
may reduce the synthesis of pro-inflammatory cytokines 
such as tumour necrosis factor-α.21-25  
 
U. tomentosa bark increased granulocyte-macrophage 
progenitors in bone marrow in vivo (oral route), which 
may lead to an efficient and sustained response of 
phagocytes.26 In another in vivo model it stimulated the 
phagocytic activity of peripheral blood leukocytes.27  
 
The antitumour effect of U. tomentosa bark as 
demonstrated in an animal model, may be at least 
partially due to its antioxidant activity.28 Further testing 
using the same, solid tumour model verified the 
antioxidant mechanism which was demonstrated by oral 
administration of the crude extract, but the alkaloid 
fraction lacked the antitumour effect.29 It is likely then that 
whole extracts are best placed to provide an antitumour 
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action, with an antioxidant mechanism just one of several 
possibilities. 
 
Suppression of NF-kappaB may also contribute to its 
antiproliferative effect.30 
 

Clinical Studies 
A range of Cat's Claw preparations have been used in 
mostly uncontrolled and unpublished studies. Research 
using other species (U. guianensis) and extracts devoid of 
oxindole alkaloids are not discussed here. 
 
Immune Deficiency, Cancer 

Thirteen patients with HIV infection who refused 
conventional treatment took an aqueous hydrochloric acid 
extract of U. tomentosa root (providing 0.24 mg/day of 
POAs) for 2.2 to 5.0 months. Although the total white 
blood cell count remained unchanged within the group, it 
was found that low values were raised and high values 
were lowered. The lymphocyte count increased 
significantly to an average of around 35%. However, no 
significant changes in T4/T8 cell ratios were observed.8 
 
Standardised U. tomentosa root extract was utilised in a 
long-term, open study involving 44 AIDS patients.11 Some 
patients were also taking AZT (azidothymidine). The 
patients who had CD4 lymphocyte counts of 
200-500 x 106/L (i.e. less severe disease) had the best 
results. 
• CD4 cells increased significantly for the first year of 

therapy and the increase persisted for the first 3 years. 
• B-lymphocyte counts increased, and p24 antigen 

levels decreased. 
• Those patients taking both AZT and the extract showed 

the same improvement in their CD4 cell counts by the 
end of the first six months as those on the extract 
alone. 

• Patients became free of symptoms such as recurrent 
herpes simplex and vaginal or oral fungal infections. 

 
Fifty-one individuals with advanced solid tumours and no 
further therapeutic options, participated in an uncontrolled 
clinical study in Brazil. The results of the trial were 
published in 2015.31 Patients had a life expectancy of at 
least 2 months. Colon cancer was the most prevalent, 
followed by breast and lung cancers (19.6%, 15.3%, and 
13.7%, respectively). More than 65% of patients had 
scores on the Karnofsky Performance Scale of 80% or less. 
(KPS score of 80% indicates normal activity is achieved 
with effort and there are some signs or symptoms of 
disease. As the KPS score decreases the person's functional 
impairment increases and their ability to carry out the 
activities of daily living decreases.) Patients took Cat's 
Claw root bark extract, which provided 15 mg/day of 
mitraphylline (a POA), for 8 weeks. The following results 
were obtained. 

• Treatment with Cat's Claw reduced fatigue (p = 0.049) 
which was measured using the Chalder Fatigue 
Questionnaire.  

• Cat's Claw also improved overall quality of life 
(p = 0.041) and social functioning (p = 0.034), as 
assessed by the EORTC QLQ C30 questionnaire. Some 
aspects such as physical functioning and emotional 
functioning were not significantly affected.  

• Insomnia, pain and lack of appetite did not improve, 
although body weight was stable. 

• There were no significant changes in the following 
inflammatory parameters or cytokines: interleukin-1 
(IL-1), IL-6, C-reactive protein (CRP), tumour necrosis 
factor-α, erythrocyte sedimentation rate (ESR), α-1-
acid glycoprotein.  

• Objective evidence of a tumour response was not 
detected according to the criteria outlined in RECIST 
(Response Evaluation Criteria in Solid Tumours). 
However, the disease stabilised for more than 8 
months in four participants.  

• Cat's Claw was well tolerated by most patients. The 
few adverse events that occurred were evaluated as 
unlikely to be caused by the herb. 

 
A 2012 randomised, clinical trial conducted in Brazil found 
treatment with an extract of Cat’s Claw bark reduced the 
neutropaenia caused by chemotherapy in 40 patients with 
stage II breast cancer. Patients underwent 6 cycles of 
chemotherapy (fluorouracil, doxorubicin and 
cyclophosphamide). One group received Cat's Claw, and 
the other group received nothing additional. The extract 
provided 7.7 mg/day of POAs, and did not contain any 
TOAs according to the results of HPLC analysis.32 Cat’s Claw 
was not taken for 2 days before and 2 days after initiation 
of chemotherapy.33 
• Women treated with Cat’s Claw were able to maintain 

healthy neutrophil counts, compared to 67% of those 
not receiving herbal treatment who developed 
neutropaenia. The difference in the neutrophil count in 
the latter group was significant compared to that of 
the Cat’s Claw group from cycle 1-2 (p < 0.05), and 
the difference became increasingly marked with each 
cycle of chemotherapy: with a baseline neutrophil 
count of about 3500 cells/mm3 for both groups, by 
cycle 5-6 the count in the Cat's Claw group was 
4016 cells/mm3, and 1083 cells/mm3 in those 
receiving only chemotherapy.  

• No significant difference was observed between the 
groups for lymphocyte counts, IL-6 levels or CD4+ and 
CD8+ T cells (absolute count and ratio). 

• At the end of treatment, a significant decrease in the 
Comet assay index (which measures cellular DNA 
damage) occurred for the Cat’s Claw group compared 
to the control group (p < 0.05).  

• There were no differences between the groups for the 
effect on the antioxidant enzymes, superoxide 
dismutase (SOD) and catalase in plasma, or lipid 
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peroxidation, as measured by plasma levels of 
malondialdehyde (MDA). 

 
The same research team found that this extract, at the 
same dosage, did not reduce neutropaenia caused by 
chemotherapy (fluorouracil, leucovorin and oxaliplatin) in 
patients with advanced colorectal cancer in a study of the 
same design. Cat’s Claw was not taken on the days that 
patients received chemotherapy. Twenty patients received 
Cat's Claw and there were 23 patients in the control group. 
The herb also had no effect, or no significant effect 
compared to the control group, for IL-6, CD4+ and CD8+ T 
cells, Comet assay index, MDA, SOD or catalase. The 
authors also noted that these patients had undergone 
colectomy, which may have interfered with the absorption 
of Cat’s Claw.34 
 
In an earlier, uncontrolled trial, the progression of cancer 
was slowed in patients receiving standardised Cat's Claw 
root bark extract. Side effects from chemotherapy and 
radiation therapy were reduced and patients had increased 
vitality. The participants had a variety of cancers.35 There is 
a report of a patient with Barrett's adenocarcinoma (of the 
oesophagus) who experienced an unusually long survival 
time after surgery and chemotherapy. He had been 
drinking U. tomentosa tea for several years, soon after 
diagnosis.36 
 
U. tomentosa bark decoction taken by a smoker for 15 
days significantly reduced the mutagenicity that was 
experimentally induced in his urine samples. The effect 
was not observed in a nonsmoker who also received the 
decoction.37 
 
Inflammation 

Since 2010, a policy of the Brazilian government has 
allowed for the distribution of U. tomentosa tablets for the 
treatment of arthritis, free of charge to the population.38 
 
In an uncontrolled study conducted in Peru in 2018, for 
which there are few details currently available, 37 elderly 
patients with osteoarthritis of the knee were treated with 
a decoction of Cat's Claw bark. Pain intensity decreased 
substantially in 89% of patients after treatment.39 
 
In a preliminary study with rheumatoid arthritis patients, 
24 weeks of treatment with an extract of a POA-
chemotype of Cat's Claw resulted in a significant reduction 
in the number of painful joints compared to placebo 
(53.2% vs 24.1%). This phase of the trial was of 
randomised, double-blind design. The trial was published 
in 2002. Patients continued their antirheumatic medication 
(sulfasalazine or hydroxychloroquine). In the second 
phase, all patients received Cat's Claw extract for 28 
weeks, and the number of painful and swollen joints 
significantly dropped, compared to the values after the 
first phase. There was no beneficial effect on CRP or ESR. 

The aqueous hydrochloric acid extract of U. tomentosa root 
provided 0.88 mg/day of POAs and contained no TOAs. 
Forty patients were enrolled. One patient from each group 
dropped out due to adverse events and one patient from 
the Cat's Claw group withdrew after one month due to lack 
of efficacy.40 
 
An earlier pilot trial in Peru found that treatment with Cat's 
Claw powder for 6 months significantly decreased morning 
stiffness, pain intensity and the number of painful and 
swollen joints in patients with rheumatoid arthritis. The 
placebo group did not experience these benefits. Sixty 
patients completed the trial.41 
 
A Brazilian, pilot study, published in 2019, found that 
treatment with Cat's Claw was ineffective in reducing 
aromatase inhibitor-induced arthralgia. The study included 
postmenopausal patients using aromatase inhibitors (AIs) 
who developed arthralgia during treatment for breast 
cancer or whose previous symptoms of arthralgia 
intensified with AI use. Patients took placebo or Cat's Claw 
extract, which provided 15 mg/day of alkaloids expressed 
as mitraphylline (a POA), for 4 weeks. Sixty-one patients 
completed the trial. Blood test results were available for 
50 patients, and there was also no effect found on the 
inflammatory markers measured (CRP, ESR, Glasgow 
prognostic score).42 
 
In a trial conducted in Peru, 40 patients with acute 
infections of the oral cavity were treated with ampicillin 
(antibiotic) and U. tomentosa or ampicillin and the 
nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drug piroxicam. After 5 
days, treatment with the antibiotic and Cat's Claw was 
effective in 90% of patients, compared with 70% in the 
other group. Treatment was effective if the symptoms of 
inflammation (swelling, redness, heat, pain) had reduced 
to zero.43 
 
Other Conditions 

Some benefit has been found in small, pilot studies for 
Cat’s Claw extract in the treatment of allergies, bronchitis, 
gastritis and duodenal ulcer.35  
 
Topical Applications 

Cat's Claw (U. tomentosa) cream/gel: 
• provided successful treatment (complete lesion 

healing after 5 days) for 30% of patients with oral and 
genital lesions resulting from herpes simplex infection 
(open study; n = 150);44  

• had similar efficacy as acyclovir for infection of herpes 
simplex (facial), although the herbal treatment 
provided greater anti-inflammatory relief on the first 
two days (randomised controlled study; 54 episodes in 
31 patients);45  
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• had a slightly lower clinical efficacy than miconazol gel 
in patients with oral candidiasis, although produced 
fewer side effects (controlled study; n = 20);46  

• reduced the severity of candidiasis-induced denture 
stomatitis similar to miconazol gel, although there was 
a placebo response so the effect may have been due 
to improved oral hygiene (randomised controlled 
study; n = 50).47 

 

Safety 
• Diarrhoea has been reported, often when high doses 

have been administered.1  
• Cat's Claw is contraindicated in pregnancy and in 

women wishing to conceive. Use caution during 
lactation. 

• It may not be advisable to use the herb in conjunction 
with protease inhibitors (evidence from case report),48 
Parkinson's disease treatments such as L-dopa (case 
report)49 or with immune suppressive drugs 
(theoretical concern).  

 

Actions 

Tonic, immune enhancing, anti-inflammatory, possibly 
antitumour. 
 

Indications 

• Immune-supportive activity for acute and chronic infections 
of any kind, and chronic immune deficiency disorders such as 
HIV infection. 

• Debilitated conditions. 
• Chronic inflammatory conditions including arthritis, gastritis, 

ulcerative colitis, asthma, mouth ulcers. 
• Supportive treatment of cancer. 
• May be useful for autoimmune conditions. 
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