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The Mushroom Health Boom 
Eight powerful mushrooms you should know about 

By Lindsay Wilson 

 

Mushrooms are having a major moment. Named as one of Natural Grocers “Top 10 Trends of 2019,” the 

mushroom boom is showing no signs of slowing down. Like many modern-day health and wellness trends, this 

one is rooted in a long history of traditional use. Mushrooms have been used medicinally and culinarily in 

cultures around the world for centuries, but in the last decade or so, the amount of scientific research published 

on mushrooms has, well, mushroomed. And it turns out mushrooms hold the power to boost immunity, enhance 

brain function, reduce inflammation, and fight cancer. Mushrooms may be trending, but with the plethora of 

health benefits they hold, they are a trend that’s here to stay. 

 

Which Mushrooms Are Right for YOU?  

With the sheer number of mushrooms available these days, it may feel overwhelming to know which ones are 

right for you and your specific health goals. This is one of the things that makes mushrooms such an exciting 

area of research—while many of their health-promoting properties overlap, each one has its own unique ways to 

support health. Find the mushrooms best for you by trying different ones suited to your own health goals and 

needs; sometimes that means one particular type, but it also may mean mixing and matching different varieties. 

Have fun exploring the health benefits mushrooms can bring to you!   

 

Lion’s Mane: Nootropic Wonder  

This puffy white mushroom that resembles a lion’s mane has been used as both food and medicine in East 

Asian countries for centuries, but today it has become synonymous with brain and nerve health. Both the 

mycelium (a mushroom’s equivalent of roots) and fruiting body (the mushroom) have been found to have 

neuroprotective and nootropic, or cognitive enhancing, effects.  

 

One of lion mane’s most unique properties is its ability to increase nerve growth factor (NGF) and brain-derived 

neurotrophic factor (BDNF). NGF and BDNF are specialized proteins that play important roles in neuronal 

growth and health, allow neurons to communicate, and support neuronal plasticity, essential for learning and 

memory. Lion’s mane has also been shown to stimulate the production of myelin, the protective covering 

around nerves that allows nerve signals to be sent and received quickly and efficiently. Damaged myelin 

underlies some neurodegenerative diseases like Alzheimer’s and multiple sclerosis. Finally, lion’s mane has 

been found to promote nerve regeneration and functional recovery after severe nerve injury.i ii iii iv v vi 

Because of its multiple actions in the central nervous system, researchers are investigating lion’s mane’s 

therapeutic potential in cognitive impairment and Alzheimer’s disease. One placebo-controlled study of 50- to 

80-year-old Japanese women and men with mild cognitive impairment found that lion’s mane improved 

cognitive function. The thirty subjects were spilt into two groups, one of which was given a supplement of 

lion’s mane powder (four 250mg tablets three times daily) for 16 weeks, while the other took a placebo. The 

group taking lion’s mane had significantly higher scores on a cognitive function scale compared with the 

placebo group, with scores increasing the longer the participants took the supplement. However, four weeks 

after stopping the lion’s mane, the scores decreased, suggesting that lion’s mane is effective in improving mild 

cognitive impairment, but only when taken long term.vii 

 

In one animal model of Alzheimer’s, the polysaccharides in lion’s mane were shown to be neuroprotective, 

significantly reducing oxidative damage and neurotoxicity and preventing cell shrinkage caused by amyloid 

beta proteins, a hallmark of the disease.viii Another animal model of Alzheimer’s found that an alcohol extract 

of the mycelium reduced amyloid beta plaque in the brain, increased NGF, and promoted neurogenesis in the 

hippocampus, a region of the brain responsible for emotions and memory.ix And finally, a recent study 

supplemented aging mice with an extract of lion’s mane mycelium and fruiting body and confirmed that it 
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promoted neurogenesis in the hippocampus and the cerebellum, while also improving recognition memory, the 

ability to recognize previously encountered people, events, and objects.x  

 

Reishi: Queen of Immunity 

Reishi, also known as the Queen of Mushrooms, contains hundreds of different bioactive compounds that 

exhibit antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, anti-tumor, and immuno-stimulating activity. It has been used as a 

medicinal mushroom for more than 2,000 years, and in Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) it is used to 

replenish and strengthen Qi, or “life force,” to calm the mind, and to treat respiratory conditions and insomnia.xi 

Even today, reishi is approved by China’s equivalent of the FDA to treat insomnia, chronic hepatitis, chronic 

bronchitis, and coronary heart disease.xii Western science has largely focused on its role in immunity and 

cancer, with promising results. 

 

A number of studies have found that reishi—including the fruiting body and the mycelium—contain 

polysaccharides that can enhance immune function and activate the immune response. Research has shown that 

the polysaccharides in reishi are potent immunomodulators that exert “a significant and comprehensive impact 

on immune cells…” including enhancing the proliferation and maturation of natural killer (NK) cells, 

lymphocytes, macrophages, and dendritic cells, which act as messengers between the innate and adaptive 

immune systems. Reishi polysaccharides have also been shown to exhibit antiviral and antibacterial actions.xiii 
xiv  

 

In China, reishi is used as a standard treatment for insomnia, and animal research has demonstrated that the 

fruiting body of reishi does significantly increased total sleep time and non-rapid eye movement (NREM) sleep, 

or deep sleep.xv In other research, a well-controlled human trial found that an extract of reishi was an effective 

treatment for “neurasthenia,” a medical condition characterized by physical and mental exhaustion, 

accompanied by headache, irritability, and sleep disturbance (in other words, a typical stress response). Eight 

weeks of supplementing with a reishi extract at 1,800 mg three times daily resulted in a significant improvement 

in symptoms, including fatigue and in overall sense of wellbeing.xvi  

 

Chaga: Antioxidant Superstar & Inflammation Tamer 

This fungal species has a long history of use in Russia and Siberia. It is unique in the mushroom world in that it 

manifests not as the fruiting body of the fungus, but as a mass of mycelium. It has been used as a folk remedy 

for inflammatory digestive disorders, such as ulcers and gastritis, and as an antiparasitic and antiseptic; in 

modern times, it is revered for its antibacterial, antiviral, anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, and anti-tumor 

properties.xvii Chaga is one of the single richest sources of antioxidants found in nature, far surpassing other 

antioxidant-rich foods like raw cocoa powder, dark chocolate, blueberries, and spinach.  

 

Chaga extract has a history of use in Soviet Russia as a treatment for chronic gastritis and gastric ulcers, and 

when used in conjunction with traditional therapy for gastric ulcers, was reported to reduce hospital stays and 

double the length of remission.xviii In more recent research, scientists found that an alcohol extract of chaga 

reduced oxidative damage to white blood cells by 54.9 percent in patients with inflammatory bowel disease, 

including Crohn’s and ulcerative colitis,xix and an animal model of colitis found that a water extract of chaga 

significantly inhibited inflammation in colon tissues, reduced oxidative damage, and suppressed damage to the 

mucosal lining.xx Other research has shown that an alcohol extract of chaga has general anti-inflammatory and 

pain-relieving effects.xxi 

 

Chaga’s health-promoting properties are attributed, at least in part, to the large amounts of melanin that it 

contains (it’s what makes the fungus black); it’s the same melanin that’s found in the human body that is 

concentrated in the skin, eyes, and nervous system. These molecules are anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, and 

photoprotective (i.e., they protect against UV damage). The melanins found in chaga in particular “exhibit high 

antioxidant and gene-protecting properties.”xxii xxiii Another compound found in chaga is betulin, and its 
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derivative, betulinic acid, which has antiviral, anti-inflammatory, and antioxidant properties, as well as anti-

tumor properties, including promoting cancer cell death.xxiv xxv xxvi xxvii 

 

Maitake: Blood Sugar Balancer 

Maitake loosely translates from Japanese to “dancing mushroom” in English, which according to folklore, came 

from the happy dance people did when they found maitake in the wild. Maitake mushrooms are found in Japan, 

China, and throughout North America. Like other medicinal mushrooms, maitakes contain compounds that 

support the immune system and have anti-tumor, antioxidant, and anti-inflammatory properties.xxviii xxix xxx  

 

It also contains a unique bioactive compound—SX-fraction—that scientists have discovered has a profound 

effect on the cluster of symptoms known as metabolic syndrome, which includes excess weight, high blood 

sugar and insulin, and elevated cholesterol and triglyceride levels. An animal model of type-2 diabetes found 

that an extract from the fruiting body of maitake significantly decreased weight, fasting blood glucose, insulin, 

triglycerides, and cholesterol, while increasing the activity of superoxide dismutase (SOD) and glutathione, 

powerful antioxidants produced in the body.xxxi Other research investigating the effects of whole powdered 

maitake, as well as both alcohol and water extracts, has found similar results, with reductions in blood glucose 

and insulin levels, improvement in insulin sensitivity, and reduced blood pressure.xxxii xxxiii xxxiv xxxv 

 

Cordyceps: Energy & Stamina Booster 

This parasitic fungus is found at very high altitudes (12,000+ feet) and grows from the bodies of caterpillars, 

which it mummifies as it grows. It has long been valued in Chinese and Tibetan medicine, with some traditional 

healers in the Himalayas recommending it for all illnesses, claiming that cordyceps improves energy, stamina, 

libido, and endurance and promotes longevity. It has been used traditionally to treat asthma, bronchitis, 

diabetes, erectile dysfunction, liver disease, and cancer.xxxvi Modern research has investigated some of these 

claims and as one scientific review of the biological and pharmacological properties of cordyceps states, 

“Scientific proof of the effects of the Cordyceps mushroom seems to be quite promising and coincide with the 

folk practices of … parts of India, China, Nepal, and Bhutan.”xxxvii 

 

In modern times, cordyceps is used in China to restore health after illness and to speed recovery from 

exhaustion. One animal study found that an extract of the mycelium significantly increased the swimming time 

of mice by activating metabolic regulators, including AMPK, an enzyme known as a metabolic “master switch” 

that regulates how energy is produced and used in the body; activation of AMPK increases glucose uptake, fat 

burning, and mitochondrial biogenesis.  The researchers concluded that cordyceps “can be used as a potent 

natural exercise mimetic” (i.e., imitator).xxxviii Other research has shown that a cultured extract of cordyceps 

improves liver energy metabolism and blood flow, as well as increases ATP production (ATP is what our cells 

use to produce energy) in an animal model of iron-deficiency anemia, a common cause of fatigue in 

humans.xxxix Human research has shown that long-term supplementation with cordyceps (studies have used 

between one and four grams daily for at least three weeks) enhances blood flow and oxygen utilization and 

decreases time to exhaustion during high-intensity and aerobic exercise.xl 

 

Shiitake: Liver Lover  

Shiitake is a “mountain delicacy” in East Asian and is widely consumed and cultivated throughout Asia. 

Lentinan, a type of beta-glucan, is the compound most often associated with shiitake’s beneficial effects. Like 

with other mushrooms, shiitake, and the lentinan extracted from its fruiting body, has many potential benefits 

for human health, ranging from immune modulation to a potent antioxidant and a powerful liver protector.xli  

  

Numerous studies have highlighted shiitake’s liver protecting effects, finding it lowers inflammatory cytokines, 

improves liver enzymes, and protects against liver damage from exposure to chemicals, viruses, and drugs.xlii xliii 
xliv When the liver is functioning properly numerous other bodily functions are enhanced including skin health, 

digestive function, and detoxification processes.   
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Turkey Tail: Immune MVP  

This colorful mushroom forms thin structures in concentric circles making it look a bit like a colorful 

turkey tail. It grows in woodland environments all over the world and has been historically used throughout 

Asia as an immune modulator.xlv Just how turkey tail supports optimal immune function has been the subject of 

much recent research and has uncovered some pretty amazing mechanisms for its beneficial effects. 

Compounds in turkey tail have been found to modulate immune cell function, trigger antioxidant enzymes, 

increase white blood cells, and enhance production of the body’s own defense chemicals.xlvi xlvii The 

polysaccharides in turkey tail also act as prebiotics for our microbiota, improving the overall atmosphere of the 

gut and supporting the proliferation of beneficial bacteria while deterring detrimental bacteria.xlviii A healthy gut 

microbiome is critical for an optimally functioning immune system. Two human clinical trials have found 

supplementation with turkey tail improved symptoms and immune response in patients with chronic 

bronchitis.xlix And it is being researched as a possible adjunct to conventional therapies for several different 

types of cancer.xlviii l xlix  

  

In yet another testament to how magical mushrooms are, turkey tail has been shown to clear xenoestrogens from 

wastewater and is being explored as a non-toxic, renewable agent in water treatment systems.li
 

  

Agarikon: The Cough, Sniffle, and Sneeze Fighter  

This huge tree dwelling mushroom can live up to 75 years, even in the most treacherous conditions.lii Used 

medicinally for thousands of years agarikon is known as the “elixir of long life”. The Indigenous People of 

North America used it not only as medicine but also as a spiritual and supernatural object and Polish folk 

medicine used it for coughing, body and joint aches, vomiting, and hemorrhoids.liii liv Despite its long history of 

use in traditional medicines modern research is just beginning to explore the possible benefits of agarikon.   

  

Much of the research has centered around agarikon’s ability to fight bacteria and viruses, including those that 

cause the common flu, influenza A and B, and herpes simplex virus.lv Agarikon’s antiviral and antibacterial 

effects not only appear to impact a broad range of human illnesses but also appear to be effective against bird 

flu and the pathogen responsible for colony collapse in bees.lv  
 

The Not-So-Ordinary Button Mushroom 

About 90 percent of mushrooms consumed in the U.S. are white button mushrooms (WBMs),lvi and you might 

be surprised to learn that even these common mushrooms are “powerhouses for boosting the immune system,” 

according to one researcher. For example, WBMs have been shown to enhance natural killer cell activity—the 

white blood cells that play a key role in fighting off infections and tumors.lvii This common variety of 

mushroom was also recently shown to act as a prebiotic for beneficial gut bacteria and to enhance glucose 

sensitivity via positive changes in the gut microbiota.lviii  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

References available upon request.  

 



CLF 10/19  5 

 

 

 

Mushroom supplements may be contraindicated for people with certain types of disease conditions. If 

you have been diagnosed with an autoimmune condition or any serious health condition, please contact 

your healthcare practitioner before taking a dietary supplement containing mushrooms. 


