
 

 

Botanical Name: Sambucus nigra 

 

Family: Adoxaceae 
 

Common names: Black elder, common 
elder, Bour tree, Hylder/ hylan tree 
(Anglo saxon), Eldrum (Low Saxon) 

 

 

Elder, commonly called European 
elder, is a deciduous, multi-stemmed 
shrub (occasionally a small tree). 
Native to Europe, southwestern Asia 
and northern Africa. It typically grows 
to 8-20’ (less frequently to 30') tall.  
 
Elder is most known for its creamy white fragrant blossoms, the elder flowers. The tiny white flowers form in 
large flattened 5’’ umbel-like clusters. 
 
Elderflowers transform in autumn into large drooping bunches of purplish black fruits (elderberries).  
It’s compound, pinnate leaves are roughly 10’’ long dark green, each containing 3-7 serrate, ovate to elliptic 
leaflets. Leaves have an pungent aroma when cut or crushed. 
 

• Flavonoids: primarily flavonols, rutin and isoquercitrin 

• Mucilaginous polysaccharides 

• Tannins 

• Phenolic acids 

• Volatile oil 

• Triterpenes 

• Potassium 
 

 

In The Modern Herbal, Mrs Grieve explains that Elderflower was used in inflammatory diseases of the lungs, 
including pleurisy. Also specific for use in viral diseases of the same inflammatory nature such as measles and 
scarlet fever. 
 
The tea of Elderflower is said to promote expectoration, increasing the flushing of fluid via perspiration, which is 
a useful mechanism for the treatment of fevers. By increasing sweating, heat is released from the body, 
essentially a cooling and detoxifying process that helps move viral matter through our system. 



 

 
Elderflower has a long standing place in the British Herbal Pharmacopoeia for treatment of the common cold and 
influenza, particularly in the early stages of infection. Traditionally also thought to be useful for inflammation of 
the eyes and skin. With Mrs Grieve also adding that as a lotion or distilled water, elderflower has tonifying effect 
on the skin, improving complexion, treating blemishes and mild sunburn. 
 

 
Western Herbal Medicine actions: 
 

• Febrifuge 

• Anti-catarrhal 

• Expectorant 

• Diaphoretic 

• Anti-inflammatory 

• Peripheral vasodilator 

• Antispasmodic 

• Anti-histamine 

• Antioxidant 
 

 
Respiratory system: Elderflower is particularly useful for influenza or the common cold. Indicated for all manner 
of catarrhal inflammations in the upper respiratory tract, this would include viral and allergic conditions, such as 
sinusitis, tonsillitis and hay fever. Elderflowers can also be used where there is congestion in the inner ear (5, 6). 
 
Immune system: Elderflower is great for the management of fevers. As opposed to the orthodox approach of 
treating fevers which is to reduce temperature/ symptoms, the herbal / holistic approach is rather to support and 
moderate this important immunological process, with a view to improving overall recovery outcomes. Fevers are 
the bodies natural response to pathogens (viral/ bacterial). I’m basic terms, the rise in blood temperature during 
a fever, is the body’s attempt to create an inhospitable environment for pathogens to survive.  Sweating also 
increases during a fever to further improve elimination from the blood whilst also diffusing and heat. At the point 
where we start to sweat during a fever, our body is doing incredible work to fight off the bacteria or virus. 
Elderflower directly supports these processes through its anti-inflammatory and diaphoretic actions (2, 4, 5).  
 
Peppermint and yarrow are often combined with elderflower to support through influenza and the common cold, 
particularly through the fever stage. 
 
Please note: fevers can be a sign of serious health conditions that need immediate medical attention, if the 
cause of fever is not identified as being of the acute viral nature (common cold/ influenza). One must be sure to 
seek professional advice where symptoms do not improve in any circumstance. 
 
Eliminatory system: Through its diaphoretic action elderflower can support detoxification through the skin, 
therefore as an adjunctive to work alongside herbs that improve hormonal balance and increase the lymphatic 
detoxification. Elderflower may therefore be useful as part of an approach for skin conditions and overall 
movement of body fluids.  



 

 
Circulatory system: Elderflower may also be useful for oedema and other congestive conditions of the 
circulatory system, by its ability to increase the output of fluid. Elderflower is described as a peripheral 
vasodilator, meaning that it increases dilation in the peripheral capillaries, which may be useful where there is 
poor circulation to the extremities (hands and feet) (4, 6). 
 

 

Much of the research available into the 
immunological effects of Elder, focuses on the 
elderberry. However, an in vitro study on both 
extracts of Elderberry and Elderflower 
constituents exhibited promising inflammatory 
modulating activity (2). It must be noted though 
that unfortunately clinical trials are lacking for 
elderflower.  
 
A specific group of compounds called phenolic 
compounds, isolated in elderflower are found 
to be highly antioxidant in a review carried out 
in 2015, the action of these antioxidants is to 
protect against cellular damage from free 
radicals, whilst improving cellular health and 
function (9). 
 
An in vitro study investigating the action of peptic polysaccharides in extracts of elderflower, found positive 
outcomes for enhancing cellular immunity, supporting to the well documented belief that elderflower is a valuable 
medicine for the treatment of acute viral infections (10). 
 
Another in vitro stem cell study was carried out into the effects of elderflowers potential neuroprotective benefits, 
the study provided insights into the mechanisms by which elderflower extract could suppress neurotoxicity 
elicited by environmental and genetic stressors (11). 
 

 
Elderflower may lower blood sugar levels, therefore precaution must be taken in diabetes, or where taking anti-
diabetic medications.  
 
Precaution must also be taken as elderflower may interfere with blood sugar control during and after surgery. 
 

 
Tincture (1:5 in 40%) take 2-4ml three times a day. 
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