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1. ABSTRACT   

Herbal medicines have become widely accepted around the world because of their healing properties, low cost, 

and natural origins. Recently, their use has grown significantly in both developed and developing countries as 

complementary and alternative therapies. However, worries about their quality, safety, and effectiveness have 

surfaced due to differences in raw materials, contamination, adulteration, and lack of proper standardization. 

The World Health Organization (WHO) has developed guidelines to ensure the quality control of herbal drugs. 

These guidelines include Good Agricultural and Collection Practices (GACP), Good Manufacturing Practices 

(GMP), physicochemical evaluation, microbiological testing, chromatographic techniques, and regulatory 

frameworks. Following these guidelines helps guarantee consistent production and quality assurance of herbal 

medicinal products.  

This review aims to provide a systematic and scientific overview of WHO-based quality control strategies for 

herbal medicines. It emphasizes the importance of standardization, evaluation methods, regulatory control, and 

future perspectives for improving the quality of herbal drugs. 
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2. INTRODUCTION   

Herbal medicines have been a key part of traditional healthcare systems for centuries. Systems like Ayurveda, 

Unani, and Traditional Chinese Medicine have heavily relied on plant-based remedies for preventing and 

treating diseases. Today, many people around the world still depend on herbal medicines for primary healthcare 

because they are easy to access and affordable.[1][2] 

In recent decades, the demand for herbal medicines has surged due to a growing awareness of natural therapies 

and their perceived safety. The global herbal medicine market has experienced considerable growth, leading to 

more commercialization of herbal products. This growth has introduced new challenges related to quality 

control and regulatory compliance.[3][4] 

Unlike synthetic drugs, herbal medicines contain complex mixtures of various phytochemicals. This complexity 

makes standardization challenging, as differences in plant sources, environmental conditions, and processing 

methods can greatly influence their chemical composition and therapeutic effectiveness.[5][6] 

To tackle these challenges, WHO has created guidelines for the quality control of herbal medicines. These 

guidelines provide a framework for ensuring identity, purity, safety, and efficacy, which promotes the safe use 

of herbal products globally.[7] 

3. NEED FOR QUALITY CONTROL   

Quality control is crucial in herbal drug production due to the natural variability linked to plant materials. The 

chemical makeup of medicinal plants is affected by factors like geographical location, climate, soil conditions, 

and harvesting time. These variations can lead to differences in therapeutic effects between batches.[8] 

Another major issue is adulteration and substitution. Often, the wrong plant species are used either by mistake 

due to misidentification or deliberately for financial gain. Such practices can undermine the safety and 

effectiveness of herbal medicines, potentially leading to negative health effects.   

Contamination is also a serious concern in herbal drug manufacturing. Medicinal plants can be exposed to 

environmental pollutants, including heavy metals, pesticide residues, and harmful microorganisms. These 

contaminants can accumulate in the materials and pose significant health risks to consumers.[9] 

Additionally, inadequate storage and handling of herbal materials can lead to the breakdown of active 

ingredients. Factors like moisture, temperature, and light exposure can affect the stability of herbal drugs. 

Therefore, a thorough quality control system is necessary to ensure the safety, effectiveness, and consistency of 

herbal medicines.[10] 

 

 

4. WHO FRAMEWORK FOR QUALITY CONTROL   

The WHO framework for quality control of herbal drugs takes a broad approach that covers all stages of the 

product lifecycle, including cultivation, harvesting, processing, manufacturing, and distribution. This approach 

ensures consistent quality and reduces risks linked to variability and contamination.[11] 
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The framework incorporates key elements like Good Agricultural and Collection Practices (GACP), Good 

Manufacturing Practices (GMP), laboratory testing, and quality assurance systems. These elements work 

together to ensure that herbal products meet set standards for quality and safety.[12] 

Documentation and traceability are critical parts of this framework. Keeping accurate records ensures that all 

processes follow established procedures and allows for tracking of raw materials and finished products. This 

boosts accountability and regulatory compliance.[13] 

Furthermore, WHO stresses the importance of using validated analytical methods and standardized procedures 

for quality evaluation. These practices help achieve consistency and reliability in herbal drug production.[14] 

5. STANDARDIZATION OF HERBAL DRUGS   

Standardization is an important process for ensuring the consistent quality of herbal medicines. It involves 

setting specific parameters and specifications for herbal drugs to maintain uniformity across different batches. 

Given the complex nature of plant-based products, standardization requires a mix of different analytical 

methods.[15] 

Using marker compounds is a key strategy in herbal drug standardization. These compounds act as reference 

points for assessing the quality and consistency of herbal products. Quantitative analysis of marker compounds 

ensures that each batch contains a consistent level of active ingredients.[15] 

Chromatographic techniques such as Thin Layer Chromatography (TLC), High-Performance Thin Layer 

Chromatography (HPTLC), and High-Performance Liquid Chromatography (HPLC) are commonly used for 

standardization. These techniques provide detailed chemical profiles and aid in detecting adulteration while 

ensuring consistency from batch to batch.[16] 

In addition to chemical analysis, biological evaluation methods may also assess the therapeutic activity of herbal 

drugs. These methods provide functional proof of effectiveness and complement chemical standardization 

techniques.[17][29] 

6. QUALITY CONTROL TESTS   

WHO recommends a thorough set of quality control tests to evaluate herbal drugs. These tests are designed to 

ensure identity, purity, safety, and effectiveness. Since herbal medicines are intricate mixtures, a multi-parameter 

testing approach is essential.[18] 

Identity testing includes macroscopic and microscopic examination of plant materials. These methods help 

confirm the authenticity of the herbal drug and detect substitution or adulteration.   

Physicochemical tests like moisture content, ash values, and extractive values assess the purity and quality of 

herbal materials. These parameters provide quantitative data for establishing quality standards.[19][28] 

Chemical analysis using advanced methods like HPLC, GC-MS, and LC-MS allows for accurate identification 

and quantification of bioactive compounds. These techniques are vital for ensuring consistency and therapeutic 

effectiveness.[20] 

Microbiological testing ensures that herbal products are free from harmful microorganisms. WHO specifies 

limits for microbial load and requires the absence of pathogenic organisms.[21] 
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7. PHARMACOGNOSTIC AND PHYTOCHEMICAL EVALUATION   

Pharmacognostic evaluation is a key part of quality control for herbal drugs. It involves studying the 

morphological and anatomical features of plant materials to confirm their identity and detect adulteration[22].   

Macroscopic evaluation looks at physical characteristics like color, odor, taste, shape, and size. These 

observations provide initial information about the quality of herbal materials.   

Microscopic evaluation offers detailed insights into cellular structures such as trichomes, stomata, and starch 

grains. These features serve as diagnostic markers for plant identification.[23][22] 

Phytochemical screening is used to identify major classes of bioactive compounds such as alkaloids, flavonoids, 

tannins, and glycosides. These compounds are responsible for the therapeutic effects of herbal 

medicines.[24][25] 

Chromatographic fingerprinting provides a unique chemical profile for each herbal drug. This technique is 

widely applied for standardization and quality control.[26][27] 

8. GOOD MANUFACTURING PRACTICES (GMP)   

Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP) are vital for consistently producing and controlling herbal drugs 

according to quality standards. WHO stresses the need for GMP to reduce risks like contamination, cross-

contamination, and production variability. [30]   

The design and upkeep of manufacturing facilities are key to ensuring product quality. Facilities need to be 

designed to allow smooth workflow and prevent contamination. Different stages of production, such as raw 

material storage, processing, and packaging, should have separate areas. [31]   

Equipment used in herbal drug production must be suitable for its purpose and well maintained. Regular 

calibration, cleaning, and validation of equipment are necessary to keep performance consistent and prevent 

contamination. [32]   

Personnel involved in manufacturing must be well trained and qualified. They should follow strict hygiene 

practices and comply with standard operating procedures to uphold quality standards. [33]   

9. QUALITY ASSURANCE AND REGULATORY CONTROL   

Quality assurance is a system that ensures product quality throughout its lifecycle. It includes planning, 

monitoring, and documenting all processes involved in herbal drug production. [34]  Regulatory frameworks 

for herbal medicines vary across countries, creating challenges for global standardization. WHO provides 

guidelines to harmonize regulatory requirements and ensure the safety and effectiveness of herbal products. 

[35]   

Post-marketing surveillance is an important part of quality assurance. It involves monitoring the safety and 

effectiveness of herbal products after they hit the market. This helps in identifying adverse effects and 

maintaining product quality. [36]   

10. CONTAMINATION AND SAFETY   

Contamination is a major issue in herbal drug production. Herbal materials may get contaminated with heavy 

metals, pesticides, and microbial agents during cultivation, harvesting, and processing. [37]   
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WHO recommends strict monitoring and testing to ensure contaminant levels remain within safe limits. This 

includes analyzing heavy metals, pesticide residues, and microbial load. [38]   

Proper storage and handling practices are crucial for preventing contamination and maintaining product quality. 

Controlled environmental conditions and hygienic practices are essential for ensuring safety. [39]   

11. STABILITY STUDIES   

Stability studies are conducted to determine the shelf life of herbal drugs and assess the effect of environmental 

factors on product quality. These studies ensure that herbal products stay safe and effective throughout their 

intended use. [40]   

Factors like temperature, humidity, light, and oxygen can greatly affect the stability of herbal drugs. Proper 

packaging and storage conditions are necessary to protect the product from breaking down. [1]   

Accelerated and real-time stability studies help predict shelf life and ensure long-term quality. These studies 

provide valuable data for setting expiry dates and storage conditions. [2]   

12. CHALLENGES IN QUALITY CONTROL   

One major challenge in herbal drug quality control is the variability of plant materials. Environmental factors 

like climate, soil, and harvesting time can significantly impact the chemical composition of medicinal plants. 

[3]   

Adulteration and misidentification of plant species are serious issues in herbal drug production. These problems 

can compromise safety and effectiveness and highlight the need for better authentication methods. [4]  The lack 

of regulatory harmonization across countries adds to the challenges in standardization and global trade of herbal 

medicines. [5]   

13. FUTURE PERSPECTIVES   

The future of herbal drug quality control depends on combining modern analytical techniques with traditional 

knowledge. Methods like HPLC, GC-MS, and DNA barcoding can improve accuracy and reliability in quality 

assessments. [6]   

Global harmonization of regulatory standards is crucial for enhancing the quality and acceptance of herbal 

medicines. Collaborative efforts among international organizations can help achieve this goal. [7]   

Digital quality management systems can improve traceability, reduce errors, and enhance compliance with 

regulations. These advancements will strengthen quality assurance systems. [8]   

14. CONCLUSION 

Quality control of herbal drugs is a complex process that requires a systematic and scientific approach. Unlike 

synthetic pharmaceuticals, herbal medicines contain various and variable phytoconstituents, making 

standardization and quality assurance more challenging. The World Health Organization provides a framework 

for addressing these challenges and ensuring the production of safe, effective, and high-quality herbal products. 

[9]   

This review highlights the importance of implementing Good Agricultural and Collection Practices (GACP), 

Good Manufacturing Practices (GMP), and effective quality control techniques at every stage of the herbal drug 
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lifecycle. From raw material selection and authentication to processing, packaging, and post-marketing 

surveillance, each step is crucial for maintaining product integrity and therapeutic effectiveness. The use of 

validated analytical methods further increases the reliability and reproducibility of herbal drug evaluation. [10]   

Despite major advancements, challenges like variability in plant materials, adulteration, contamination, and 

inconsistent regulations still impact the quality of herbal medicines. Addressing these issues requires a 

coordinated effort from researchers, manufacturers, and regulatory authorities. Strengthening quality control 

systems, raising awareness, and ensuring compliance with international guidelines are vital steps to overcoming 

these challenges. [11]   

Integrating modern scientific techniques like chromatographic profiling, molecular authentication, and digital 

quality management systems with traditional knowledge offers promising opportunities to improve herbal drug 

standardization. These advancements boost the accuracy of quality assessments and increase consumer 

confidence in herbal products. [1]   

Moreover, global harmonization of regulatory standards is essential for facilitating international trade and 

ensuring consistent quality across regions. Collaborative efforts by international organizations like WHO and 

national regulatory bodies can help create unified guidelines and promote the safe use of herbal medicines 

worldwide. [2]   

In conclusion, a strong and effective quality control system is vital for ensuring the safety, effectiveness, and 

global acceptance of herbal drugs. By combining traditional practices with modern scientific advancements and 

adhering to recognized standards, the herbal medicine industry can achieve sustainable growth and significantly 

contribute to global healthcare systems. [3] 
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