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Problem Statement: Herbal products have increased importance in both health care and business.  Studies on consumption of herbal products are pivotal in public health planning.  There has never been such a study collecting data at drugstore level and covering the whole country in Thailand.

Objectives: To investigate expenditures and categories of herbal product consumption in drugstores in Thailand.

Design: Cross-sectional descriptive research

Setting: Registered drugstores.

Study Population: Drugs and foods produced from herbs sold in all registered drugstores in Thailand. 

Methods: The country was first divided into 13 regions. One province was selected from each region by convenience sampling. Drugstores in each province were categorized into 3 types based on their registration status: Type 1 (eligible to sell all drugs), Type 2 (eligible to sell ready-packed modern and traditional drugs), and Type 3 (eligible to sell traditional drugs). Finally, drugstores were included at a proportion of 1% of the population in each type by a convenience sampling method.

Purchasing documents for herbal products sold in the drugstores were collected for two consecutive months during September-December 2001 and March-April 2003.  All items of these products were classified into groups by their indications.  Purchase prices (wholesale prices) were used to calculate the values of herbal products obtained in each store per study period.  The medians were converted to annual values for each type of store, then derived estimates for the whole country.

Results: The sample included 129 and 121 drugstores in 2001 and 2003, respectively. Total consumption was 27 million US$ in the year 2001(1 US $ = 40 Thai baht), or amounts of US$13 million, $8 million, and $6 million  from type 1, 2, and 3 drugstores respectively.  The total consumption increased to 32 million US$ in 2003.  At constant prices, this represented an increase of 11%.  Focusing on type of drugstores, the changes were +32%, +24% and -52%  for  type 1, type 2 and type 3 respectively.  Based on retail prices (78% mark-up), the five top-ranked categories of products used in 2003 were haematonics (valued at US$14.4 million; 26% of total value), post delivery drugs ($5.3 million; 10%), anti-constipation ($5.1 million; 9%), anti-cough ($4.9 million ; 9%) and Yahom or cardiotonics ($4.1 million; 7%). 

Conclusions: Herbal product consumption increased by 11% from 2001 to 2003.  A decrease in consumption in type 3 drugstores might be explained by their decreased popularity.  To cover the full range of consumption of herbal products, further studies should include other outlets e.g. hospital and direct sales.  Due to high and increasind sales volume, drug use evaluation of herbal products should be conducted.
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