
                                 International Scientific Journal of Engineering and Management                                                 ISSN: 2583-6129 

                                  Volume: 02 Issue: 01 | January – 2023                                                                                                                                      www.isjem.com     

                  An International Scholarly || Multidisciplinary || Open Access || Indexing in all major Database & Metadata 

 

© 2023, ISJEM (All Rights Reserved)     | www.isjem.com                                                                              |        Page 1 

Usnic Acid: A Comprehensive Review of its Properties, Applications, and 

Potential as a Therapeutic Agent 

 

Karanam Anish, Sai Kiran Reddy Kotha , N. Vinay Kumar, Rithik Bachu 

Sri Venkateswara College of Engineering, Chennai 

 

Abstract: Usnic acid is a unique and interesting natural compound found in lichens that has been used for centuries in 

traditional medicine. It possesses a wide range of biological activities, including antibacterial, antifungal, antiviral, anti-

inflammatory, antioxidant, and anticancer properties. This paper provides a comprehensive review of the properties, 

applications, and potential of usnic acid as a therapeutic agent. It describes the various sources of usnic acid, its chemical 

structure, and its pharmacokinetics. The paper highlights the broad range of biological activities of usnic acid, including 

its antimicrobial and antiviral effects, anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties, and anticancer activities. The 

potential applications of usnic acid in various therapeutic areas, including infectious diseases, dermatology, and cancer, 

are discussed. Finally, the safety and toxicity issues related to the use of usnic acid are evaluated, and the future directions 

for research and development are suggested. 
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Introduction: 

Usnic acid is a natural compound that has been used for centuries in traditional medicine. It is derived from lichens, 

which are composite organisms that consist of a fungus and a photosynthetic partner. Usnic acid has gained attention in 

recent years due to its wide range of biological activities, including antibacterial, antifungal, antiviral, anti-inflammatory, 

antioxidant, and anticancer properties. In addition, usnic acid has been shown to have potential applications in various 

therapeutic areas, such as infectious diseases, dermatology, and cancer. The unique and diverse properties of usnic acid 

make it a promising candidate for drug discovery and development. This paper provides a comprehensive review of the 

properties, applications, and potential of usnic acid as a therapeutic agent. It also highlights the challenges and 

opportunities for usnic acid research and development. 

 

Background and significance of usnic acid: 

Usnic acid is a secondary metabolite produced by lichens that has been used in traditional medicine for centuries. Lichens 

are symbiotic organisms consisting of a fungus and a photosynthetic partner, typically a green alga or a cyanobacterium. 

They are found in various ecological niches, including forests, deserts, and tundras, and have adapted to different 

environmental conditions. Usnic acid is produced by various lichen species, such as Usnea, Cladonia, and Parmelia, and 

is commonly used in topical preparations for treating wounds, burns, and infections. 

Usnic acid has been found to possess a wide range of biological activities, which has led to its use in various fields, such 

as medicine, cosmetics, and agriculture. In particular, usnic acid has been shown to have antibacterial, antifungal, 

antiviral, anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, and anticancer properties. It has also been investigated for its potential use as 
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a natural preservative in food and cosmetics. The unique and diverse properties of usnic acid make it an interesting and 

promising compound for further research and development. 

Despite the potential of usnic acid, there are also concerns about its safety and toxicity, particularly when used in high 

doses or for long periods. Usnic acid has been associated with adverse effects, such as liver toxicity and allergic 

reactions, and its use has been restricted in some countries. Therefore, the safety and toxicity of usnic acid should be 

carefully evaluated, and appropriate measures should be taken to ensure its safe use. 

Overall, the wide range of biological activities of usnic acid and its potential applications make it a fascinating natural 

compound with significant research and commercial potential. A comprehensive understanding of its properties and 

applications is essential for the development of safe and effective usnic acid-based products. 

 

Objectives: 

Provide a comprehensive overview of the properties and applications of usnic acid. 

Summarize the current research on the various biological activities of usnic acid, including antibacterial, antifungal, 

antiviral, anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, and anticancer properties. 

Discuss the potential of usnic acid as a natural product for drug discovery and development in various therapeutic areas. 

Evaluate the safety and toxicity of usnic acid and the challenges associated with its use. 

Identify future research directions and opportunities for usnic acid research and development. 

 

Sources and Chemical Structure of Usnic Acid: 

Usnic acid is a dibenzofuran derivative with the molecular formula C18H16O7. It has a yellow-greenish color and a 

bitter taste. Usnic acid is produced by lichens, which are symbiotic organisms consisting of a fungus and a photosynthetic 

partner, typically a green alga or a cyanobacterium. Usnic acid is found in various lichen species, including Usnea, 

Cladonia, and Parmelia. 

The chemical structure of usnic acid consists of a central dibenzofuran core with two substituents: a carboxylic acid 

group and a hydroxyl group. The dibenzofuran core consists of two aromatic rings with a bridging oxygen atom. The 

carboxylic acid group is located at one end of the molecule, and the hydroxyl group is located at the other end. The 

presence of these functional groups is responsible for the diverse biological activities of usnic acid. 

Usnic acid is a secondary metabolite of lichens, which means it is not essential for the survival of the organism, but it 

may provide a competitive advantage in their natural environment. The production of usnic acid by lichens is influenced 

by various environmental factors, such as light, temperature, and humidity. The concentration of usnic acid in lichens 

can vary widely, from trace amounts to as much as 4% of the dry weight. 
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Pharmacokinetics of usnic acid: 

The pharmacokinetics of usnic acid is the study of the absorption, distribution, metabolism, and excretion of the 

compound in the body. 

Usnic acid is poorly soluble in water and has low bioavailability, which means that only a small fraction of the 

administered dose is absorbed into the bloodstream. The absorption of usnic acid occurs mainly in the small intestine 

and is influenced by the presence of food in the stomach. The bioavailability of usnic acid can be increased by the use 

of solubilizing agents or formulation techniques. 

Once absorbed, usnic acid is distributed throughout the body, with the highest concentrations found in the liver, kidneys, 

and lungs. Usnic acid is metabolized primarily in the liver, where it undergoes various enzymatic reactions, including 

oxidation and conjugation with glucuronic acid. The major metabolites of usnic acid are glucuronide conjugates, which 

are excreted in the urine. 

The elimination half-life of usnic acid in humans is approximately 4-5 hours. The compound is eliminated mainly 

through the urine, with a smaller fraction excreted in the feces. The excretion of usnic acid and its metabolites is 

influenced by various factors, including renal function, hydration status, and the use of diuretics. 

The pharmacokinetics of usnic acid has important implications for its use as a therapeutic agent. The low bioavailability 

and potential for toxicity of usnic acid limit its clinical applications. The development of new formulations and delivery 

systems that improve the bioavailability and safety of usnic acid may expand its therapeutic potential. 

 

Biological Activities of Usnic Acid: 

Antibacterial and antifungal effects of usnic acid 

Antiviral activity of usnic acid 

Anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties of usnic acid 

Anticancer activities of usnic acid 

 

Usnic acid has a range of biological activities, including antibacterial, antifungal, antiviral, anti-inflammatory, 

antioxidant, and anticancer effects. 

Antibacterial and antifungal effects: Usnic acid has been shown to have potent antibacterial and antifungal activity 

against a wide range of microorganisms, including gram-positive and gram-negative bacteria, as well as fungi. This 

makes it a promising candidate for the development of new antimicrobial agents. 

Antiviral activity: Usnic acid has also been shown to have antiviral activity against a number of viruses, including herpes 

simplex virus, influenza virus, and human immunodeficiency virus (HIV). This suggests that usnic acid may have 

potential as a therapeutic agent for viral infections. 

Anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties: Usnic acid has been shown to have anti-inflammatory and antioxidant 

properties, which may be related to its ability to scavenge free radicals and inhibit the production of pro-inflammatory 
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cytokines. These effects suggest that usnic acid may have potential for the treatment of inflammatory disorders, such as 

arthritis and asthma. 

Anticancer activities: Usnic acid has been shown to have anticancer activities against a variety of cancer cell lines, 

including breast, lung, and colon cancer. It has been found to induce apoptosis (programmed cell death) and inhibit the 

growth and proliferation of cancer cells. These findings suggest that usnic acid may have potential as a natural anticancer 

agent. 

Overall, the biological activities of usnic acid make it a promising compound for the development of new therapeutics 

for a range of conditions, including infections, inflammation, and cancer. 

 

Applications of Usnic Acid: 

Infectious diseases 

Dermatology 

Cancer 

 

Usnic acid has a range of potential applications in various fields, including: 

Infectious diseases: Usnic acid has been shown to have potent antibacterial and antifungal effects, making it a promising 

candidate for the development of new antimicrobial agents. It has also demonstrated antiviral activity against several 

viruses, including herpes simplex virus and human immunodeficiency virus (HIV). Therefore, usnic acid has the 

potential to be used in the treatment of infectious diseases. 

Dermatology: Usnic acid has been found to have anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties, which make it a potential 

therapeutic agent for dermatological conditions. It has been shown to be effective in the treatment of skin disorders, such 

as acne, psoriasis, and eczema. Additionally, usnic acid has been found to have a protective effect on the skin, which 

makes it a potential ingredient in sunscreens and other skincare products. 

Cancer: Usnic acid has shown anticancer activity against several cancer cell lines, including breast, lung, and colon 

cancer. It has been found to induce apoptosis and inhibit the growth and proliferation of cancer cells. Therefore, usnic 

acid has the potential to be used as a natural anticancer agent. However, further research is needed to determine its 

efficacy and safety in clinical settings. 

Overall, the potential applications of usnic acid are diverse and promising, and more research is needed to explore its 

full therapeutic potential. 

 

Safety and Toxicity of Usnic Acid 

Potential toxicity of usnic acid 

Safety issues related to the use of usnic acid 
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While usnic acid has shown potential therapeutic benefits, it is important to note that there are potential safety concerns 

and toxicity associated with its use. 

One of the major concerns with usnic acid is its potential toxicity, particularly to the liver. There have been reports of 

liver toxicity in individuals who have used dietary supplements containing usnic acid. The mechanism of liver damage 

by usnic acid is thought to be related to its ability to inhibit oxidative phosphorylation, leading to mitochondrial 

dysfunction and oxidative stress. It is important to note that these cases of liver toxicity have been associated with high 

doses of usnic acid, and the safety of lower doses used in topical applications is less clear. 

Another safety issue related to the use of usnic acid is its potential to cause skin irritation and allergic reactions. It is 

important to use caution when applying usnic acid to the skin and to discontinue use if any adverse reactions occur. 

In addition, the quality and purity of usnic acid-containing products can vary greatly, which can impact their safety and 

efficacy. It is important to ensure that usnic acid-containing products are from a reputable source and have undergone 

quality testing. 

Overall, while usnic acid has potential therapeutic benefits, it is important to use caution and to ensure that its use is 

based on scientific evidence and safety considerations. 

 

Challenges and opportunities for usnic acid research: 

Usnic acid research faces several challenges and opportunities, which can impact the development and translation of its 

potential therapeutic benefits. 

One of the main challenges for usnic acid research is the need for further exploration of its safety profile. While usnic 

acid has shown potential therapeutic benefits, its potential toxicity, particularly to the liver, needs to be further 

investigated. In addition, the safety and efficacy of usnic acid-containing products can vary greatly, which can impact 

its use in clinical settings. 

Another challenge for usnic acid research is the need for more comprehensive and standardized methods for extraction 

and purification of the compound. This is important to ensure the quality and purity of usnic acid-containing products 

and to ensure that the extracted compound is free from contaminants. 

Despite these challenges, there are opportunities for usnic acid research. For instance, the antibacterial and antifungal 

effects of usnic acid have shown promise in the development of new treatments for infectious diseases, particularly in 

the context of antibiotic resistance. In addition, its anti-inflammatory and antioxidant properties may have applications 

in the treatment of dermatological conditions and in cancer treatment. 

Further opportunities for usnic acid research include the development of new drug delivery methods, such as 

nanoparticles, to improve its bioavailability and target specific cells or tissues. In addition, the potential of usnic acid to 

act as a chemopreventive agent, as well as its use in combination with other agents, warrants further investigation. 

Overall, while usnic acid research faces challenges related to safety and purity, there are opportunities for the 

development of new treatments and drug delivery methods based on its therapeutic properties. 
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Conclusion: 

In conclusion, usnic acid is a natural compound with a broad range of biological activities and potential therapeutic 

benefits. It has shown antibacterial, antifungal, antiviral, anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, and anticancer properties, 

making it a promising agent for the treatment of a range of diseases, including infectious diseases, dermatological 

conditions, and cancer. 

Usnic acid has also shown potential as a chemopreventive agent, which may have implications for cancer prevention 

and treatment. In addition, the development of new drug delivery methods and combination therapies may further 

enhance its therapeutic potential. 

While usnic acid research faces challenges related to its safety and toxicity, as well as the need for standardized 

extraction and purification methods, there are opportunities for the development of new treatments and drug delivery 

methods based on its therapeutic properties. 

Overall, usnic acid represents an interesting natural compound with potential applications in a range of therapeutic areas, 

and further research into its properties and potential is warranted. 
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