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The popularity of natural health products (NHPs) has increased in recent decades, driven by various
socio-economic [1], cultural [2, 3], and health-related factors [3]. NHPs are widely available over-the-
counter, where consumers can self-select and use these products without a prescription.
Consumers often utilise NHPs not only for general health maintenance but also as a means of
preventing and treating various ailments [4]. Given the increasing popularity of NHPs, it is crucial to
address the challenges faced by pharmacists in promoting their rational use, ensuring consumer
safety and efficacy. There are three challenges addressed in this section; (i) limited knowledge about
NHP; (ii) lack of standardised guidelines; and (iii) consumer misconception about NHP (as shown in
Figure 1). 

Figure 1: Challenges in promoting the rational use of Natural Health Products

1) Limited Knowledge about Natural Health Product
Pharmacists are often the first point of contact for consumers seeking advice on NHPs. However,
their training may not extensively cover the complexities of these products. Pharmacists generally
have a basic understanding of NHP but lack detailed knowledge, particularly regarding efficacy and
safety [5-7]. There is a significant gap in education and training on NHP, which poses a risk to public
health due to the risk of NHP-related problem. There is a consensus among pharmacists and
pharmacy students that more comprehensive education and training on NHP is necessary to meet
consumer needs and ensure safe usage (8, 9). This knowledge gap can hinder their ability to
confidently advise patients on appropriate NHP selection, dosage, and potential risks, ultimately
limiting their effectiveness in promoting responsible use. 

2) Lack of Standardised Guidelines
Currently, there is a significant gap in available resources for pharmacists dealing with NHPs. To
date, there is no comprehensive, established treatment guideline for NHP across various medical
conditions. While there are some efforts for developing treatment guideline using NHP for type-2
diabetes mellitus [10] and asthma [11], a careful consideration of safety concerns should be
prioritized. This differs from conventional medicine, where pharmacists can rely on established
Clinical Practice Guideline (CPG) for various medical conditions [12]. The absence of such guidelines
for NHPs can lead to inconsistencies in patient care, as pharmacists may provide varying advice or
recommendations based on their individual knowledge and experience.
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3) Consumer Misconception about Natural Health Products
One significant challenge pharmacists face is the prevalence of consumer misconceptions
surrounding NHP. Many consumers believe that NHP are inherently safe simply because they are
labeled as "natural," despite the fact that natural does not necessarily mean safer or better [13, 14].
There is a misconception that natural health products are free from harmful substances. In reality,
some products have been found to contain toxic compounds, heavy metals, microbes, and banned
ingredients [13]. This belief can lead to a false sense of security, prompting consumers to
underestimate the potential risks associated with NHPs, including side effects, allergic reactions, and
interactions with other conventional medicine. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, while NHPs are deeply embedded in Malaysia’s multicultural culture and widely
accepted for their perceived health benefits, pharmacists face significant challenges in promoting
their rational use. These challenges include limited knowledge and training on NHPs, a lack of
standardized treatment guidelines, and consumer misconceptions about the safety of NHPs.
Addressing these issues is crucial to ensure that pharmacists can effectively guide consumers in the
safe and effective use of NHPs, thereby safeguarding public health and enhancing the overall
efficacy of healthcare practices. 
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