The essentials on essential oils

Source: Nicole Peritore, program coordinator for family and consumer sciences extension, Mayo Clinic and University of Minnesota
By now, you’ve likely heard about essential oils, but may not be familiar with what they are and their benefits and risks. Essential oils are highly concentrated oils derived from plants. While used for centuries, their popularity has recently soared, especially among individuals looking for natural healing options other than prescription medications.

A term you may be more familiar with is aromatherapy, which is how essential oils are used. While research is limited into the effectiveness of aromatherapy, some studies have shown the practice may have health benefits such as relieving anxiety or depression or improving health and wellness, particularly for those who suffer from chronic illness. Many oils are safe when used as directed but none are regulated by the U. S. Food and Drug Administration.

The oil you choose to use depends on the ailment you hope to relieve or cure. No medically endorsed list exists that specifies which oil is best for treating particular health conditions. The chemistry of oils will vary among different locations, climates, seasons, time of day when harvested, packaging methods, storage method and even among plants. This is in vast contrast to pharmaceuticals that are synthetically reproduced to be the same each time. More research is needed to determine essential oils’ effect on children and pregnant or breast-feeding women and how the oils might interact with other medications and treatments. Before starting any treatment, research the oil and consult qualified health care professionals. 

Oils can be applied in a variety of ways but most commonly are rubbed directly on the skin or inhaled. The application method depends on the health condition you have and the type of oil you are using. For example, you would most likely apply an essential oil topically if you were using it to heal a wound. Oils used for mood enhancers are most commonly inhaled for fast relief. Some oils can cause skin irritation and should not be applied directly to the skin. Many oils have to be diluted with another substance such as water or another oil in order to be applied topically. Others may produce an allergic reaction in some individuals or cause sun sensitivity. If you have questions about an application method, you should consult an aromatherapist.
Oils should always be stored out of sight and away from children. Accidental ingestion of oils in amounts as small as a teaspoon has resulted in death.

Information on other health-related topics is available at the (COUNTY NAME) office of the University of Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability, or national origin.
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