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Valuable medicine or deceptive snake oil?
Helping individuals assess the benefits of the 

medicines they use



Snake Oil Peddler

· The snake oil peddler: a 
travelling "doctor" with 
dubious credentials, selling 
some medicine(such as snake 
oil) with boisterous marketing 
hype, often supported by 
pseudo-scientific evidence, 
typically bogus. To enhance 
sales, an accomplice in the 
crowd would often "attest" 
the value of the product in an 
effort to provoke buying 
enthusiasm. The "doctor" 
would prudently leave town 
before his customers realized 
that they had been cheated. 



Ψ¢ƘŜ ŦƻƛōƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƘŀǊƳŀŎƛǎǘǎΩ
John Fogarty, GP, Pharmacy News 23rd October 2008

·ΨhƴŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ Ŧƻƭƪ ƛƴ ǿƘƛǘŜ Ŏƻŀǘǎ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅ 
dispensing embrocations and medications; the next, 
they are retailers flogging off a shop-load of snake oil 
ŀƴŘ ƧǳƴƪΩ

·ΨŦƭƻƎƎƛƴƎ ǾƛǘŀƳƛƴǎΣ ŘƻŘƎȅ ƛƳǇƻǘŜƴŎŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƴ 
enhancers. Some run weight loss clinics for the 
ŘŜǎǇŜǊŀǘŜΩ

·ΨtǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ 
ǎǇŜǊƳΧΦŦŀǘ ŘƛǎǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎΧǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻƻǎǘ 
ǘƘŜ ƛƳƳǳƴŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩ

·ΨtƘŀǊƳŀŎƛǎǘǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 
out to provide a professional service, or to make a 
ǉǳƛŎƪ ōǳŎƪΩ



wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΥ ΨtƘȅǎƛŎƛŀƴΣ ƘŜŀƭ ǘƘȅǎŜƭŦΩ
Michael Scavone, Pharmacy Consultant, 
Pharmacy News 6 Nov 2008

· Pharmacist may sell vitamins or alternative-types of therapies and 
sure, some may not be as evidence-based as Dr Fogerty would like but 
consumers are demanding them, otherwise they would simply not be 
ǎǘƻŎƪŜŘΩ

·Ψ/ƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǾƛǘŀƳƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜǎ 
because they perceive these to provide a greater sense of wellness 
and as an alternative where conventional medicine may have failed to 
heal their ailments. It may be a placebo effect but is there a problem if 
ŀ ŦŀǾƻǳǊŀōƭŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘΩ

·Ψ{ǳǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǇƘŀǊƳŀŎȅ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
advice and information, if required, especially in relation to 
ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜǎΩ



So, we thought we would check it out!

·Healthy young female visited 10 retail outlets to seek 
products for various conditions.

·When approached by the pharmacy staff, she 
explained the condition and asked what they 
recommended.

·CƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ǎƘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀǎƪŜŘ άDoes it work?έΦ

·In only 2 stores did they staff member ask if any other 
medications were being taken, and none asked about 
any concurrent medical conditions.



Memory boost for exams

Does it work???

ά¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇ ǎǿŜŀǊǎ ōȅ ƛǘ ς
ƛǘ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊΦέ

άLŦ ȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ 
healthy then it will give 
ȅƻǳ ŀƴ ŀŘŘŜŘ ōƻƻǎǘΦέ

Total Cost:

$34.90



Bloating
Does it work???

ά¸ŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƳŀǊǾŜƭƻǳǎ 
for all digestive 
problems and health in 
general; it provides an 
ƛƳƳǳƴŜ ōƻƻǎǘΦέ

άLǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎƻ ƛǘΩǎ 
not at all harmful, 
ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǊƛǎƪΦέ

Total Cost:

$37.90



Immune boost

Does it work???

ά¸ŜǎΣ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 
ǾŜǊȅ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊΦέ

άL ǘŀƪŜ ƛǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ Ŧƭǳ 
ǎŜŀǎƻƴΦέ

Total Cost:

$41.00



Anxiety

Does it work???

ά¸ŜǎΣ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅΦέ

άLǘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŦƻǊ 
me, I can recommend 
ƛǘΦέ

Total Cost:

$29.95



Lets take a step back!



How do medicines work?
·The fundamental pharmacological effect of a medicine (at 

a physiological level) is linked to the interaction of a 
chemical(or a combination of chemicals) from that 
ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ΨǊŜŎŜǇǘƻǊΩ ςwhich is also a 
chemical

·Ingested herbal products will elicit clinical activity when 
chemical(s) from a medicinal product interact with a 
ΨōƛƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƻǊΩ

·The clinical efficacy of a herbal product will vary depending 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨōƛƻŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΩ ŘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŜƳƛŎŀƭǎ

·There is nothing magical about chemicals coming from a 
natural source



But natural medicines are 
better than processed or 
synthetic chemicals, right?



But natural medicines are 
better than processed or 
synthetic chemicals, right?

wrong



Drugs from natural sources can be very 
beneficial, or very dangerous

·Morphine for pain relief

·Digoxin for heart failure

·Penicillin for infections

·Cyclosporine for organ rejection

·5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ ΨΩǇǳǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǳƴŘΩ 
medicine with well established efficacy, a tolerable safety 
profile, and reproducible quality is expensive and risky

·In somecases, natural herbal medicines do have proven 
efficacy



{ǘ WƻƘƴΩǎ ǿƻǊǘ

Therapeutic claims

ÅMood elevation 

ÅStress relief

ÅAntidepressant

ÅAntiretroviral activity



Components of St Johnôs wort
(+)-Epicatechin

(-)-Epicatechin

Ascorbic-acid

Brenzcatechin

Cadinene

Cadmium

Carotene

Carotenoids

Caryophyllene

Ceryl-alcohol

Chlorophyll

Choline

Cineole

Cis-trollixanthin

Emodinanthranol

Fat

Flavonoids

Gurjunene

Hyperforin

Hypericins

Hypericodihydroanthro

ne

Hyperin

Hyperoside

Imanin

Isohypericin

Isoquercitrin

Isovaleric-acid-

ester

Lead

Limonene

Lutein

Luteoxanthin

Mannitol

Methyl-2-octane

Myrcene 

Myristic-acid

N-decanal

N-nonane

N-octanol

Novoimanin

Palmitic-acid

Pectin

Phenol

Phloroglucinol

Phytosterols

Pinene

Protein

Protohypericin

Protopseudohypericin

Provitamin-a

Pseudohypericin

Pseudohypericodihydroant

hrone

Pyrogallol

Quercetin

Quercitrin

Resorcynol

Rutin

Saponin

Sitosterol

Stearic-acid

Tannins

Trollichrome

Violaxanthin



Drugs from Natural Sources

· The chemical composition of a herbal product will vary depending on 

· the season of cultivation

· the method of production

· the way it is formulated into a final product.

· The fact that one herbal product produces a beneficial effect does not 
imply that a different product (of the same herb) will produce an 
equivalent beneficial effect

· Prescription medicines are carefully controlled for content and 
formulation. Otherwise they are not safe, and not reliable.

· Prescription medicines are invariably expensive to produce



The stages of drug development

Discovery

Preclinical 

Phase I

Phase II

Phase III

Review

Phase IV
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Can we be confident in consumer 
information for prescription medicines?

· The submission for the registration of a new drug mist provide proof of 
efficacy, an adequate safety profile

· Indications are approved

· Approved product information

· Approved consumer information

· No advertising direct to consumer

· Listing on the PBSA requires proof of cost effectiveness

· The consumer is very well protected, but still there are issues (COX-2 
inhibitors)

· Post-marketting surveillance is intended to pick up things that did not 
become apparent during development and registration



What about complementary and alternative 
medicines, supplements and nutraceuticals?
· A recent survey by the National Prescribing Service has found that in 

Australia 67% of people are taking a complementary medicine.

·Of which, 20-30% of people are using a complementary medicine for 
general or preventative health, rather than to treat a condition.

· It is estimated that the amount spent on complementary medicines in 
Australia has doubled in the last 10-15 years, to over $2 billion a year.

· This amount is comparable to the government expenditure for the 
Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme

· Evidence required to make a claim for non-registerable medicines is 
negligible, especially if it is for relief of symptoms, health 
enhancement or for prevention

· Evidence can be based on traditional use



But we hear so many stories about 
how great complementary and 
alternative medicines are



But we hear so many stories about 
how great complementary and 
alternative medicines are

I need to introduce you to the placebo effect



What is a placebo?

·Meaning has changed through history

·Originally an inert substance given deliberately to please
the patient (when he/she could do no else)

·For centuries physicians have been aware that sick people 
Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ΨƛƴŜǊǘΩ ŘǊǳƎǎ

·Late 20th Century became a necessary component of 
clinical research to evaluate the efficacy of new 
ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜōƻ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ΨƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǘƻƻƭΩΦ
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