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NATURAL HEALTH : SPOTLIGHT

Lack of good advice on 
natural products a danger
DenISe PIPer 

When asked if there are good 
books or courses on natural prod-
ucts, Shaun Holt cheekily suggests 
his own.

He’s not joking.
Professor Holt says a dearth of 

accurate information on natural 
products – for both health pro-
fessionals and patients – is what 
inspired him to write his own 
books, and run talks and classes 
based on clinical evidence.

He certainly has all the creden-
tials to be considered an expert. 
Qualified as both a doctor and a 
pharmacist, Professor Holt is a 
Victoria University of Wellington 
lecturer and founder of medical 
trials company P3 Research.

He has also helped set up not-
for-profit group Evidence-Based 
Supplements, which will make 
a small range of supplements 
designed by doctors and pharma-
cists.

Natural products are a large 

part of the pharmacy business and 
it is important pharmacy staff can 
make recommendations based on 
evidence, Professor Holt says.

His books Natural Therapies that 
Really Work, Complementary Therapies 
for Cancer and Depression: Natural 
Therapies that Really Work are based 
on clinical research.

The Oxford Handbook of 
Complementary Medicine (by Ernst 
E et al; 2008; Oxford University 
Press) is “the bible” for natural 
therapies, while the Mayo Clinic 

produces good books and has a 
good website, Professor Holt says.

His online newsletter Natural 
Health Review, which indepen-
dently reviews natural health 
research, is very popular with 
pharmacists and is free from natu-
ralhealthreview.org.

But there is also a lot of “bad 
information” which is not clinically 
based and can be dangerous, he 
says.

“Homeopaths and some sup-
plement companies don’t believe 
in evidence or scientific research. 
Some believe it’s just better to give 
products to people and see what 
they say.”

Professor Holt says uninformed 
use of natural therapies can harm 
patients by:
•	 direct harm through overdose 
or anaphylactic reactions
•	 indirect harm such as delaying 
a cancer patient from mainstream 
treatment
•	 wasting their money
•	 psychological harm 

•	 spreading bad advice, such as 
advice against vaccination.

What to do with conflicting 
information

Most well-run research on 
natural products is not conflicting, 
he says.

“For most products in the 
natural world that have had good 
research, we’ve got a good idea if 
they work or not. Some just haven’t 
had the research done so we don’t 
know.”

Professor Holt says the only 
product he knows of with mixed 
research results is glucosamine.

Shaun Holt

Socially aware, female professionals 
dominate vitamin sales 

Women are the big-
gest consumers of 
vitamins, minerals 
and supplements in 
this country, accord-
ing to Roy Morgan 
data. 

Roy Morgan 
general manager Pip Elliott 
shared the latest data on natural 
health products consumption 
with around 140 delegates at the 
Natural Products New Zealand 
Industry Summit (20 March).

According to the latest fig-
ures, 62% of supplement users 
are women and only 38% are 
men. In addition, 53.1% of peo-
ple who take supplements are 
between the ages of 35 and 64. 

In the past year, 1.3 million 
New Zealanders have consumed 
supplements at some point. 

People who take supplements 
are also likely to be professionals, 
married, big spenders and social-
ly aware, Ms Elliott says. 

Interestingly, the majority 
of people who use these natural 
health products are not taking 
them because they are unwell 
– 82% of people who take sup-
plements say they were healthy at 
the time of taking them.

Accordingly, 76% of sup-
plements consumers take these 
products to help them keep up 
with their busy lifestyle. 

Over the past three years, in 
both New Zealand and Australia, 
there has been a decline in the 
sale of herbal products but an 
increase in the use of supple-
ments. 

In the past six months in New 
Zealand, people have purchased 
supplements most frequently 
from supermarkets, followed by 

pharmacies (22.2%). 
Conversely, in 

Australia, pharmacies are 
the top retailer for people 
buying supplements, at 
40.5%. 

Ms Elliott refers 
to recent Roy Morgan 

research which shows New 
Zealanders generally feel more 
time-poor than Australians, and 
this could account for why more 
New Zealanders opt for the “one-
stop shop” supermarket option. 

On the plus side, New 
Zealand pharmacies have the 
third-highest satisfaction rating 
(89%) of the 24 products and 
services categories Roy Morgan 
measures. 

In the 2013 calendar year, 
8.5% of New Zealanders who 
purchased health products online 
in the past three months also 
bought supplements from a phar-
macy in the past six months.

Trust essential for keeping 
consumers 

To compete with online 
retailers, pharmacists should use 
their position as trusted advisors 
to their advantage, Ms Elliott 
says. People may prefer to get 
advice from health professionals 
rather than purchasing online 
without this advice. 

Pharmacists should also have 
an online presence, including 
social media, which she describes 
as “word of mouth on steroids”. 

“Most traditional retailers 
have seen the digital universe as 
a curse and not a blessing – most 
have been relatively slow to 
embrace the internet and have 
seen it as a thing that won’t go 
away.” Mn

Complementary healthcare a 
 natural gift in Asian culture
MIcHeLLe nOrTOn 

Sharing knowledge and experi-
ences with loved ones is key to 
South Asian culture and an interna-
tional business expert explains this 
extends to giving natural health 
products as gifts. 

Comvita South Asia general 
manager Ronnie Butt gave advice 
to suppliers on how to break into 
the South Asia market, at the 
Natural Products New Zealand 
Industry Summit (20 March). 

Mr Butt later explained to 
Pharmacy Today pharmacists can use 
this information to better market 
to their Asian customers. 

Natural products are high on 
the priority list in China – five of 
the top-25 selling products are 
in this category. This includes: a 
toothpaste made with traditional 
Chinese medicine, beauty collagen 
drinks and products containing 
essential oils. 

Mr Butt suggests pharmacists 
make a note of dates for celebra-
tions in the Asian community, such 
as Chinese New Year, and use it to 
promote natural health products. 

It is considered thoughtful in 
the Asian community to give fam-
ily and friends a natural health 
product which they have tried and 

found effective, he says. 
Pharmacists could also consider 

having in-store signs with Asian-
language translations and, depend-
ing on the size of the Asian popula-
tion in the local community, possi-
bly even hiring staff who speak the 
dominant language. 

There are two main consumer 
groups in South Asia who purchase 
natural health groups – the “silver-
haired” consumers and the single, 
financially independent women. 

The silver-haired consumers 
are the ageing population who are 
looking for preventative solutions 
to stay on top of their healthcare. 

The single, financially inde-
pendent female consumers are 
also looking to the future. They 
are concerned about their 
health and diet, and have the 
money to invest in these areas. 

However, these women 
are also concerned about their 
appearance and spend money 
on skincare products, such as 
anti-ageing creams. 

These consum-
ers also favour New 
Zealand-made prod-
ucts, because they 
are concerned about 
the effect of environ-
mental factors, such 

as pollution, on products produced 
in Asia.

The best way to capture these 
groups’ attention is, “to make sure 
what we [natural health companies 
and retailers] are offering these 
consumers is something that can 
enable them and empower them 
to live a healthy, happy and vibrant 
life,” Mr Butt says. 

He suggests to appeal to their 
senses – the design and look of the 
product are important, as well as 
its taste and feel. 

However, even when they are 
keen to buy the product, consum-

ers will often still be 
concerned about 

price, so try and 
find ways for 
them to test and 
see the product, 
he says. Mn 

Ronnie Butt

“Half of the results are positive 
and half are negative; we just don’t 
know…But it’s reasonable for a 
pharmacist to say ‘maybe try this 
and see how it works for you’,” he 
says.

Patient preference is 
 important

If an adult comes into a phar-
macy asking for a certain prod-
uct, it is perfectly acceptable to 
sell them that product, even if it 
doesn’t have a good research base, 
Professor Holt believes.

But pharmacies need to give 
good information when patients 
come in specifically asking for 
advice, he says.

Sometimes a patient will ask for 
something natural, when a phar-
maceutical product might be more 
appropriate.

As long as the patient is fully 
informed, it is up to the patient to 
decide, Professor Holt says.

However, it is important to 
refer very sick patients to a doctor 
if necessary, he says. DP

Pip Elliott 
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