Abstract (291/300)

It is frequently stated in the scientific literature, official reports and the press that 80% of Asian and African populations use traditional medicine (TM) to meet their healthcare needs; however this statistic was first reported in 1983. This study aimed to update knowledge of the prevalence of TM use and the characteristics of those who access it, to inform health policy-makers as countries seek to fulfil the WHO TM strategy 2014-2023 and harness TM for population health. Prevalence of reported use of TM was studied in 35,334 participants of the WHO-SAGE, surveyed 2007-2010. TM users were compared to users of modern healthcare in univariate and multivariate analyses. Characteristics examined included age, sex, geography (urban/rural), income quintile, education, self-reported health and presence of specific chronic conditions. This study found TM use was highest in India, 11.79.9% of people reported that their most frequent source of care during the previous 3 years was TM; 19.018.6% reported TM use in the previous 12 months. In contrast <35% reported TM as their most frequent source of care in China, Ghana, Mexico, Russia and South Africa; and <23% reported using TM in the previous year in Ghana, Mexico, Russia and South Africa. In univariate analyses, poorer, less educated and rural participants were more likely to be TM-users. In the China multivariate analysis, rurality, poor self-reported health and presence of arthritis were associated with TM use; while diagnosed diabetes, hypertension and cataracts were less prevalent in TM users. In Ghana and India, lower income, depression and hypertension were associated with TM use. In conclusion, TM use is less frequent than commonly reported. It may be unnecessary, and perhaps futile, to seek to employ TM for population health needs when populations are demonstrating a preference for modern medicine.
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Introduction

It is frequently stated in the scientific literature,1-8 official fact sheets and reports,9, 10,11 and the press12,13 that 80% of people in Asian and African countries (or sometimes that 80% of the world’s population) use traditional medicine (TM) practitioners to meet their primary healthcare needs. This statistic has also been used in policy-making and in defence of traditional, complementary and alternative medicine.14-17 However, when a piece of information becomes widely quoted it may become accepted without question and continue to be used, even though it has long been out of date. Kate Wilkinson traced the use of this statistic and found that it is likely to have originated in a World Health Organisation (WHO) textbook published in 1983, with the original data on which it was based now lost.18,19 More recent data suggests that the use of TM in some Asian and African countries is substantially lower and is on the decline.20-25

In low- and middle-income countries where the number of practitioners of modern medicine may not be enough to meet the health care needs of the country, TM and its practitioners are considered an important resource for population health. Compared to modern medicine, TM is perceived to be more affordable, accessible and acceptable to the communities in which it operates.1 Integration of TM and modern medicine has been recommended by the WHO since 1978.9 The recently published WHO Traditional Medicine Strategy 2014-2023 has two key goals, one of which is to support Member States in harnessing the potential contribution of traditional and complementary medicine to health, wellness and people-centred health care.26

The extent to which the WHO goal can be realised will depend on the demand for TM services. Up-to-date knowledge of the prevalence of TM use and the characteristics of those who access this kind of health care is therefore necessary. We have examined these questions in survey data from six populous middle-income countries. 


 


Methods

Participants and data

Study participants were adults aged 18 years and over who were part of the WHO Study on Global AGEing and Adult Health (SAGE) (available at http://www.who.int/healthinfo/sage/cohorts/en/index2.html). Participants were surveyed between 2007 and 2010 (Wave 1) in six middle-income countries: China, Ghana, India, Mexico, Russia and South Africa. SAGE used a clustered household sampling strategy designed to generate nationally representative cohorts of older people (over 50 years of age) with data collected on younger people for comparison. One household questionnaire was completed for each selected household in face-to-face interviews, and individual questionnaires were collected from one randomly selected individual aged 18-49 years and all individuals aged over 50 years (including by proxy where an individual was unable to complete the questionnaire). Individual response rates varied – 53% in Mexico, 68% in India, 75% in South Africa, 81% in Ghana, 83% in Russia and 93% in China. Further details of SAGE have been published elsewhere.27 Although the main interest of this paper lies in examining use of TM in Asian and African countries, analysis of Mexican and Russian data was done for completeness, and for comparison. Participants were excluded from the study if they did not respond to questions on their health care use over the previous three years.

The SAGE study received human subjects testing and ethics council approval from the research review boards local to each participating site and from the WHO Ethical Review Committee. Written informed consent was obtained from each respondent before interview and examination. A standard consent form, approved by the WHO ethics review committee, was read to the respondent in the respondent’s language.

Outcome Variables

WHO-SAGE participants were asked two questions, which were used to examine use of TM. Firstly, they were asked “Thinking about health care you needed in the last 3 years, where did you go most often when you felt sick or needed to consult someone about your health?”. Secondly, participants were asked questions relating to contact with health care providers over the last 12 months. If the participant reported that they had made contact with a health care provider in the last year, then they were asked “which was the health care provider you visited?” and provided with a list of possible responses including the local terms for traditional healers. Each participant was asked about a maximum of three encounters with health professionals that occurred within the last 12 months. The results from these questions are recorded in Table 1.

To further examine the characteristics of TM users, we chose to use the latter question only, this is because it is likely to be less vulnerable to recall bias, as it examines the last 12 months, rather than the last three years. We therefore classified anyone who reported at least one consultation with a TM practitioner in the last 12 months as a TM user. For comparison we defined those who had at least one contact with a health care provider in the last 12 months, but who did not report contact with a TM practitioner as modern health care users.

Other Variables

Participant characteristics examined included sex and geography (urban or rural) analysed as binary variables; income quintile, education (grouped as: primary or less; secondary; tertiary or more), and self-reported health (very good; good; moderate; bad; very bad) analysed as ordinal categorical variables; and age (grouped as: <40; 40-49; 50-59; 60-69; 70+) analysed in the univariate analysis both as an ordinal categorical variable and as a nominal variable (see Statistical Analysis section below), and in the multivariate analysis as a categorical variable with age 70+ as the reference category.

Presence of one of a list of chronic diseases identified by the survey was also examined as a participant characteristic. These were: arthritis, stroke, angina, diabetes, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), asthma, depression, hypertension and cataracts. For each chronic disease examined, except diabetes, there were questions relating to participant-reported doctor diagnosis, alongside data items allowing recording of probable undiagnosed disease. Two examples are given in Box 1 below.

Box 1.

Asthma
1. Have you ever been diagnosed with asthma (an allergic respiratory disease)?
2. During the last 12 months have you experienced any of the following:
a. Attacks of wheezing or whistling breathing?
b. Attack of wheezing that came on after you stopped exercising or some other physical activity?
c. A feeling of tightness in your chest?
d. Have you woken up with a feeling of tightness in your chest in the morning or any other time? 
e. Have you had an attack of shortness of breath that came on without obvious cause when you were not exercising or doing some physical activity?

Stroke
1. Have you ever been told by a health professional that you have had a stroke?
2. Have you ever suffered from sudden onset of paralysis or weakness in your arms or legs on one side of your body for more than 24 hours?
3. Have you ever had for more than 24 hours sudden onset of loss of feeling on one side of your body without anything having happened to you immediately before?

In order to identify undiagnosed hypertension, three blood pressure readings were taken from all participants. Hypertension was defined as an average systolic blood pressure over 140 or average diastolic blood pressure over 90. There were no questions or objective measurements taken in order to identify undiagnosed diabetes, therefore only diagnosed diabetes has been examined here.

Finally, we examined costs of consultation with a health care provider. Participants who reported contact with a health care provider in the last 12 months were asked how much they, or their household, paid in relation to this contact. Costs were analysed as continuous variables in the local currency in which they were recorded. 

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics are used to characterise the study population. Survey weights were used for these to give results representative of the general national populations from which the study populations were drawn. 

To examine the association between our variables of interest and use of TM we did univariate and multivariate analyses. Univariate analyses were carried out using the Pearson correlation co-efficient if the independent variable was ordinal categorical; Fisher’s exact test if the independent variable was binary; and Pearson’s Chi-square test alongside Pearson’s correlation co-efficient for age-group to address whether age was associated with use of TM in a non-linear fashion.

Multivariate logistic regression was used to examine the independent association of the variables of interest with use of TM. All those variables that were significantly associated with TM use in univariate analyses were included in the models. Due to significant correlation between education, income quintile and geography, education was dropped from the model to reduce collinearity. Survey weights were not used in these analyses. Data were analysed in STATA/SE version 13.





Results

The study included 35,334 participants after 4857 (12.1%) were excluded due to missing data on their health care use over the previous three years. Of these, 23,851 (67•5%) participants reported at least one contact with health services in the previous 12 months. A total of 50,154 consultations were discussed in interviews. Table 1 presents the characteristics of the participants in each country. 

When asked where they went most frequently over the previous three years when they felt sick or needed to consult someone about their health, less than 1% of participants in China, Mexico and Russia reported going to a TM practitioner. Just 40 (1•72%) participants in South Africa and 123 (1.52•6%) participants in Ghana reported that they would use TM (percentages adjusted for survey design, therefore nationally representative). In contrast 984 (119•79%) of participants in India reported that they most frequently visited traditional healers when they felt sick or needed to consult someone about their health [Table 1].

The number of participants who reported at least one TM consultation over the previous 12 months was higher than the number reporting that TM was their most frequent source of care over the past 3 years in China (666 participants, 95•49%) and in India (1852 participants, 1918•06%), but lower in South Africa (3 participants, 0•021%). The percentage of all consultations reported by participants that were with a practitioner of TM varied from less than 1% in Mexico, Russia and South Africa, 3•1% in Ghana, 8•5% in China, to 20•0% in India [Table 1].

-Table 1 here-

Univariate analyses, examining characteristics of people who reported using TM over the previous 12 months compared with those who reported other medical contact in the previous 12 months, were only conducted in datasets from China, Ghana and India, as the number of people who reported using TM over the previous 12 months in Mexico, Russia and South Africa were too low to make any meaningful conclusions. These results are presented in Table 2.

In the China, Ghana and India univariate analyses, income quintile, education and geography were associated with use of TM, with poorer, less educated and rural participants more likely to report use of TM in the last 12 months [Table 2].

In China, age group and self-reported health, as well as the presence of arthritis, diabetes, hypertension and cataracts were also associated with use of TM. Users of TM were younger, had worse self-reported health, and were also more likely to have arthritis; however they were less likely to have hypertension, cataracts or doctor-diagnosed diabetes [Table 2].

In Ghana, univariate analyses showed that older participants were more likely to use TM. As in China, they had worse self-reported health. Hypertension showed the opposite association to the China data, i.e. those using TM were more likely to have high blood pressure. Users of TM were also more likely to have depression [Table 2].

In India, univariate analysis showed that although age group and self-reported health were not associated with use of TM, there were associations with several of the diseases examined. Depression and cataracts were more common in those treated with TM, while angina, hypertension and doctor-diagnosed diabetes were more prevalent in those using modern medicine. In addition, the total cost to the household was lower for users of TM in India (R183.80) than for users of modern medicine (R518.8) (there was no association seen with total cost of consultation and use of TM in China or Ghana) [Table 2].

-Table 2 here-

Multivariate analysis examined those who had reported use of TM in the previous 12 months compared with those who had any other medical contact in the previous 12 months. There was a high degree of correlation between geography, income quintile and education in the three countries studied. For this reason, education was excluded from the multivariate analyses to reduce multi-collinearity [Table 3]. 

In the multivariate analysis of data from China, rurality was associated with use of TM. Worsening self-reported health and prevalence of arthritis were also associated with use of TM. Diabetes was less likely to be diagnosed in TM users and hypertension and cataracts were also less prevalent in TM users. Age was associated with use of TM, with 40-49 year olds more likely to use TM and 50-59 year olds less likely to use TM compared to the over 70s. The association between income quintile and use of TM was reversed in this multivariate analysis, with increasing income associated with increasing use of TM [Table 3]. 
In Ghana and India, results were very similar. Rurality was not associated with use of TM. Increasing income was associated with reduced use of TM. Depression and hypertension were both more prevalent in users of TM. Age was not associated with use of TM in the Ghana analysis (and not included as a variable in the India analysis). Presence of angina, diabetes and cataracts and total cost of consultation were not associated with TM use in the India analysis (and not included as variables in the Ghana analysis) [Table 3].
-Table 3 here-



Discussion

This study has found that use of TM in six populous middle-income countries is much lower than has previously been reported. The country with the greatest reported use of TM is India, where 119.97% of people reported that their most frequent source of care was TM and 198.06% of people reported at least one consultation with a TM practitioner in the previous 12 months. In contrast, less than 35% reported using TM as their most frequent source of care in China, Ghana, Mexico, Russia and South Africa, and less than 23% reported using TM in the last 12 months in Ghana, Mexico, Russia and South Africa. Those who do make use of TM are more likely to be socio-economically disadvantaged.

Although use of TM is particularly low in the two sub-Saharan African countries examined, its use is more prevalent in China and India where the percentage use represents a very large population in absolute terms. Chinese TM is a point of pride for the Chinese Government. There is widespread belief that it works and it is part of the history, culture and politics of the country.28 Similarly in India, the government and the community may give traditional forms of medicine  considerable respect, in terms of policies and fundingthe same respect as modern medicine. Further, in both China and India many physicians have training in traditional medicine and use traditional remedies as part of their treatment recommendations.29-31 Even so, the use of TM for healthcare in China and India is still considerably lower than commonly cited.

We are not the first to make the observation that use of TM is lower than the 80% commonly reported by the WHO and others, since a number of single country studies corroborate our findings. Analysis of nationally representative South African population-based surveys from 2005-2007 found less than 0•1% of the population had used TM in the past month (down from a high of 12•7% a decade earlier).20 A 2008 survey of households in South Africa (n=4,762) found that only 1•2% of respondents reported using traditional healers.21 A household survey in Ghana (n = 4,713) found that 83% used modern medicine as their first choice when they had need for health services, whilst only 12% chose traditional care, of which 5•5% pursued self-care through traditional methods and 6.5% consulted a traditional healer.22 In the Kenya Integrated Household and Budget Survey just 7•6% of respondents consulted ‘non-modern’ health care providers of which 0•2% visited a traditional healer.25 Angmo et al23 reported that in Ladakh, India the number of traditional healers has fallen and the majority of the remaining practitioners are aged over 51. The study found that younger generations preferred other professions and there are areas where no apprentice healers were in training (although note that in our analysis no particular age-group had greater use of TM).23

Similar to our findings in Ghana and India, others have found that those of a lower socio-economic status, who were unemployed, lived in rural areas and reported low health status were more likely to report use of traditional healers.21,22,25,31 Whether this is the most appropriate or simply the most accessible care for these marginalised groups needs further investigation.

Our results give some indication that traditional medicine is used as adjuvant therapy to modern medicine in China and India where more respondents stated that they had used traditional medicine in the last 12 months than answered that it was their main source of care.

In Ghana and India we found that depression was more prevalent among users of TM, and in China and Ghana self-reported health was lower among users of TM. A 2003 study in Tanzania found that the prevalence of mental disorders among patients of traditional healer centres was approximately twice that of patients attending primary health care clinics.32 Interpretations of this may include the idea that when modern medicine leaves something to be desired, as with some mental illness, traditional medicine provides additional support. However, a national survey of 3651 South African adults between 2002 and 2004 found that of those with DSM-IV diagnoses for common mood, anxiety, and substance use disorders, just 9% had consulted traditional healers, 11% had consulted religious of spiritual advisors and 29% had consulted a modern medicine practitioner.33 In addition, a study of psychiatric patients in Gujurat, India were largely dissatisfied with their experience of TM, and those treated by both TM and modern medicine asserted that they would recommend modern medicine over TM.34

The strengths of our study are that we examined data from six populous middle-income countries, including two Asian and two Sub-Saharan African countries. TM use was ascertained by whether participants reported a visit to a traditional healer within the last 12 months. This time limit allows current behaviour to be examined, rather than what participants may have done in earlier periods of their life, as well as reducing recall bias.

A limitation of our paper is that due to the small numbers of people utilising TM it was not possible to draw conclusions about the characteristics associated with use of TM in Mexico, Russia or South Africa. Further limitations include that it is based on reported, not observed behaviour, and therefore subject to reporting bias, for example: It may be that someone who had visited a doctor practising a government accredited system of traditional medicine such as Ayurveda in India would not have considered that they had visited an Ayurvedic practitioner or there may be reluctance to report TM use as Western education and lifestyles are seen as progressive i.e. social desirability bias could influence reporting. although However, it is unlikely that reluctance to report use of TMthis alone could account for the considerable distance of these figures from the 80% commonly reported. In addition the questionnaire was not specifically designed to answer this question: it is a general survey covering a range of health-related topics and may not have probed this issue as carefully as a study designed to answer this particular question. However, taken in combination with observations made in single countries, it is hard to escape the conclusion that TM use is on the decline and the drop in use seems quite precipitate. 

In conclusion, this study suggests that TM use in the countries studied is considerably lower than commonly reported. While our study documents the extent of TM use, it cannot provide an answer as to what motivates its continued use: whether traditional healers are used only when modern medicine is unavailable or unaffordable; or whether they continue to be used because they provide effective and acceptable treatments for some conditions. Perhaps the policy position adopted by the WHO and others should be more nuanced, not encouraging TM use for health needs (eg: malaria, angina) where the demand for TM is declining and where there are reasons to doubt its effectiveness in comparison to modern medicine.
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