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ABSTRACT
The global use of herbal medicinal products over the

past decade has led to the marketing of a large number of
herbal medicines and herbal supplements. Although some
herbal medicines have promising potential and are widely
used, many of them remain untested, and their use also not
monitored. The purpose of our study is to investigate the
attitudes of consumers in Northeastern Bulgaria to the use
of herbal medicines and herbal supplements. The article
uses a sociological method for data collection, and descrip-
tive statistics were used to analyze the data and process
the results. The study involved 170 users living in North-
eastern Bulgaria. Respondents are unevenly rationåd by
gender, with women prevailing - 70.60%, men - 29.40%.
In terms of age, the rationing is as follows: The largest share
of the age group 18-30 years, followed by the age group
41-50 years, and 31-40 years. The respondents are mostly
with higher education - 70.40%, with secondary education
are 23.90% and only 5.80% have secondary special edu-
cation. Consumers most often buy herbal medicines and
supplements to solve health problems related to weak im-
munity, viral diseases, gastrointestinal problems, insomnia
and others. The doctor’s and the pharmacist’s recommen-
dations have a significant influence on the choice of herbal
medicines and food supplements. The positive attitude of
the respondents towards them is due to the lack of data on
side effects and the benefits they receive. In order to
achieve the rational use of herbal medicines and herbal di-
etary supplements, a better understanding of the impact of
food supplements on patients must be a key priority.
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INTRODUCTION
Food supplements and herbal medicines are the fast-

est-growing segments in the pharmaceutical sector. Ac-
cording to IQVIA, it has grown over 10% over the past
few years [1].

Many patients use dietary supplements alone or in
combination with conventional drug therapy. When plac-
ing medicinal products on the market, special manufactur-

ing permits are required, strict control over the entire pro-
duction process chain, while the preparation reaches the
patient.

For food additives, however, all controls are carried
out by the Food Safety Agency. There are no specific manu-
facturing, content and clinical requirements for food sup-
plements. They do not pass through a check on the con-
tent by the state. It is necessary to register with the Food
Agency, stating the contents of the label and the package
leaflet for the patient.

Most dietary supplements are prepared on the basis
of plant substances, and they can be manufactured using
intact sources or extracts from plants, animals, algae, fungi
or lichens, including such examples as ginkgo Biloba,
curcumin, cranberry, ginseng, resveratrol, glucosamine, and
collagen [2, 3]. While most of these products have a long
history of use in herbalism and various forms of traditional
medicine, concerns exist about their actual efficacy, safety,
and consistency of quality [4, 5, 6].

Italy, Germany and Eastern European countries were
leading consumers of botanical supplements in 2016, with
the European Union market growth forecast to be $8.7 bil-
lion by 2020 [4]. The growth of sales of registered prod-
ucts such as vitamins, minerals, herbs that increase immu-
nity, probiotics, chondroprotectors and others is increasing
every year.

Nutritional supplements are of interest to consum-
ers from almost any age group. Some of them have acute
or chronic health problems, and another significant part is
healthy people whose purpose is to maintain health.

AIM
The aim of this study is to investigate the attitudes

of consumers on the use of food supplements and herbal
medicinal products in the territory of North-East Bulgaria.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
The article used a sociological method for data col-

lection through a direct anonymous structured survey con-
taining 18 questions. Questions were divided into four pur-
chase frequency blocks and sources of information on nu-
tritional supplements and herbal medicinal products; fac-
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tors that influence the choice of herbal supplements and
herbal medicinal products; solution of a specific health ef-
fect, benefit and effectiveness of their use; socio-demo-
graphic characteristics of consumers. Descriptive statistics
were used to analyze the data and process the results. The
study was conducted in the time period 01.04 - 30.04.2018
among 170 users.

RESULTS
The study involved 170 users living in Northeast-

ern Bulgaria. Respondents were unevenly rationåd by gen-
der, with women prevailing - 70.60%, men - 29.40%. In
terms of age, the rationing was as follows: The largest share
of the age group 18-30 years with 37.20%, followed by the

age group 41-50 years with 26.70%, and 31-40 years with
25.60%. The share of the age group 51-60 years was insig-
nificant - 7.60% and only 2.90% were over 61 years old.
The respondents were mostly with higher education -
70.40%, with secondary education were 23.90% and only
5.80% had secondary special education.

According to our data, most of the respondents -
40.30 % state that the pharmacists were the main source of
information about herbal medicinal products and nutri-
tional supplements. Other sources of information were in-
formation brochures (36.8%), Internet (30.4%) television
advertisements (29.2%), doctors (27%). Only 4.7% cite
newspapers as a way of getting information. The data are
presented in Fig. 1.

Fig. 1. Data obtained about the awareness regarding herbal medicinal products and nutritional supplements

On the question, “How often do you buy herbal and nutritional supplements?” - 42.7% of respondents answered,
that they bought herbal and nutritional supplements once for several months. Each month 28.1% of respondents bought
herbal and nutritional supplements, once a year bought 12.3% of them; only 8.2 % didn’t buy at all. The data are
presented in Fig. 2.

Fig. 2. Frequency of purchase of herbal medicinal products and nutritional supplements
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The choice of herbal medicinal products and nutritional supplements was effectively influenced by the doctor’s
recommendation (63.3%), followed by the pharmacist’s recommendation (53.3%), the information leaflet (30.8%). Tel-
evision advertising (7.7%) and the Internet (7.7%) and newspaper advertising (4.7%) had a low impact. The data are
presented in Fig. 3.

Fig. 3. Effective influence on the choice of herbal medicinal products and nutritional supplements

In solving specific health problem consumers most often used herbal medicines and nutritional supplements about
boosting immunity (69%), in the states of flu and cold (40.50%), in gastrointestinal problems (28.60%), insomnia
(16.10%), every other problem (13.70%). The data are presented in Fig.4.

Fig. 4. Herbal medicinal products and nutritional supplements used in solving a specific health problem

A significant proportion of respondents (75.9%) had a positive attitude towards food supplements and herbal
medicines. They thought that these products are of great benefit and effect (49%), had no side effects (35.9%). Only
22.9% of respondents reported that nutritional supplements and herbal medicines had a minimal benefit, and long-term
intake was required. Data on the benefits and efficacy of taking herbal medicines and nutritional supplements are pre-
sented in Figure 5.



J of IMAB. 2020 Jul-Sep;26(3) https://www.journal-imab-bg.org 3281

Fig. 5. The benefits and efficacy of taking herbal and nutritional supplements

Before taking herbal and nutritional supplements, 40% of the respondents consulted a pharmacist; another 37.70%
report consulted with a doctor; 8% said they were consulting both a doctor and a pharmacist. Only 5% did not consult
anyone. Data on consultations before taking herbal medicinal products and nutritional supplements are presented in Fig. 6.

Fig. 6. Consultations before taking herbal medicinal products and nutritional supplements

On the question “Are you interested in the possible interaction of herbal and nutritional products with other
medicines you are taking?” 67.4% of users reported that being interested in the possible interaction of herbal and nutri-
tional products with other medicines they took, only 4.7% answered they have never been interested. The data are
presented in Fig. 7.

Fig. 7. Awareness of the possible interaction of herbal and nutritional products with other medicines
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According to more than half of the users, the most important influence was the consultation with a doctor (52.9%) and
the consultation with a pharmacist (51.2%), followed by a recommendation from a friend or relative (22.9%). TV advertising
had almost no impact on the choice of purchase among the respondents (4.7%). The data are presented in Fig. 8.

Fig. 8. The most powerful influence on buying herbal medicines and nutritional supplements

Consumers ranked the factors that most influence the decision to buy a specific herbal medicine and nutritional
supplement in the following way: price (54.5%) followed by the manufacturer (47.9%) and the number of doses in multi-
dose packs (27.3%). The packaging has almost no effect on product selection (4.2%). The data are presented in Fig. 9.

Fig. 9. Factors influencing the decision to buy a specific herbal medicine and nutritional supplement

More than half of the respondents (53.9%) preferred to buy products of foreign companies, Bulgarian products
were preferred by 35.3% of the respondents. Only 6% chose as leading the quality of the product. The data are pre-
sented in Fig.10

Fig. 10. Consumers preferences influence the buying of a specific herbal medicine and nutritional supplement
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The most preferred drug form of herbal medicinal products and nutritional supplements for oral administration
were tablets (35.9%), followed by capsules (25.9%), syrup (21.8%), herbal extract (20%), and only 7% of respondents
preferred sachets. The data are presented in Fig.11.

Fig. 11. Preferred drug form of herbal medicinal products and nutritional supplements for oral administration

The most preferred herbal medicinal products for external use were those in the form of cream (50.6%), 24.1% of
respondents preferred aerosol, 18.2% gel and 16.5% oil. The data are presented in Fig. 12.

Fig. 12. Preferred drug form of herbal medicinal products and nutritional supplements for external use

DISCUSSION
The majority of the interviewed participants were

highly educated, aged 18-30 and they consumed herbal
medicines and related products on recommendation by
medical doctor or pharmacist.

There was a positive attitude towards food supple-
ments and medicinal products of plant origin in a signifi-
cant percent of the respondents (75.9%). They believed
that plant based supplements and products were of great
benefit and effect (49%), did not have side effects

(35.9%). For 22.9% they had minimal benefit and long-
term use was required.

Out of all respondents: 67,40 % were interested in
the possible incompatibility of herbal medicinal products
and food supplements with other medicinal products, while
18,60 % of participants were interested sometimes, 8,70%
rarely, and only 4,70% never.

In most countries, including Bulgaria, herbal medi-
cines and related products are introduced into the market
without any mandatory safety or toxicological evaluation.
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Many benefits can be derived from the use of herbs and
herbal supplements. Concerns remain about the possibil-
ity of product tampering and/or contamination, as well as
a large number of possible interactions between medicines
and herbal supplements. Mechanisms involved in herb-
drug interactions are not fully understood, but both phar-
macokinetics and pharmacodynamics processes may play
a role.

CONCLUSIONS
Although nutritional supplements should not claim

to have a healing effect on the body, more and more con-
sumers use them in their daily lives to solve various health
problems. The most common use of herbal medicines and
supplements is in terms of boosting immunity, colds and
flu, gastrointestinal problems and rarely for skin problems.

The factors that have an impact on the choice of
herbal medicines and food supplements were the doctor’s

recommendation (63.3%), the pharmacist’s recommenda-
tion (53.3%), the information brochure (30.8%). Television
advertising (7.7%) Internet (7.7%) and newspaper adver-
tising (4.7%) had little influence.

The positive attitude of the respondents towards
them was due to the lack of data on side effects and the
benefits they received. When buying herbal medicines and
herbal dietary supplements, respondents consulted mainly
with a doctor or pharmacist, but the price was also leading
in the choice. Foreign products were more preferred than
Bulgarian ones.

In order to achieve the rational use of herbal medi-
cines and herbal dietary supplements, a better understand-
ing of the impact of food supplements on patients must be
a key priority. Without a doubt, the rational use of food
supplements is associated with both a better knowledge of
the disease and an increase in patients’ awareness of the
safety of the use of food supplements.
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