
Complementary and alternative 
medicines for acute respiratory 
infections: 
systematic review of qualitative 
studies

Dr Merlin Willcox, Dr Emily Donovan, Dr Shereen 
Nabil, Dr Mio Hu, Dr Nia Roberts, Dr Miriam 
Santer



Systematic review of qualitative studies
• Research questions:

– What do patients, health workers and the public think 
about the use of CAM for the treatment of acute 
respiratory infections (ARIs)?

– What are the barriers and facilitators to the use of CAM 
for reducing the over-use of antibiotics for ARIs?
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Search strategy
• Six databases were searched: MEDLINE, EMBASE, Allied 

and Complementary Medicine Database (AMED), 
Dissertation and theses global, COREHOM, CINAHL and 
Web of Science Core Collection from inception to June 2017

• Search terms for

– Acute Respiratory infections (excluding pneumonia)
– Complementary therapies
– Qualitative studies
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Included studies: settings
• 7 from high-income countries:

– 3 from UK (Glasgow, Leeds, London – focussing on 
ethnic minorities)

– 1 from Germany
– 3 from US (focussing on ethnic minorities)

• 12 from middle-income countries:

– 6 from Africa: Morocco, Ethiopia, Nigeria, S Africa
– 5 from Asia: India, Bangladesh, Indonesia, Philippines
– 1 from South America: Mexico
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Included studies: focus
• 17/19 focussed on parents’ treatment-seeking for their 

children

• Only 2 asked about adults’ management of their own illness

• NO studies focussing on majority Caucasian population in 
the UK or most of Europe
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Analysis
• Thematic analysis (Thomas & Harden)

• Descriptive themes

• Analytical themes (major categories)

• Explanatory model
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Descriptive themes
Themes Favour use of CAM Favour use of 

antibiotics
Beliefs about cause of illness Cold; spiritual Bacteria

Beliefs about severity of 
illness

Mild severe

Beliefs about effectiveness of 
treatment

CAM treats the cause, and 
the “whole person”

Antibiotics work faster

Beliefs about safety Fewer side-effects than 
chemical drugs

Fear of side-effects of CAM

Availability, cost and 
convenience

Home remedies are cheap 
and easily available

Easy availability of 
antibiotics (eg from 
community health 
volunteers)

Reliable advice Recommendation from 
trusted family, friend or
health professional

Trust in clinicians to decide 
when antibiotics ae needed

Social acceptability Other people are using CAM; 
tradition

Mothers are able to take 
autonomous decisions; 
“modernisation”; belief CAM 
is illegal 8



Decision on which 
treatment to use

Beliefs about 
illness:  

Cause and severity

Beliefs about 
treatments: efficacy 

and safety

Treatment availability, 
cost and convenience

Trusted advice 
from family,  

health workers, 
(internet)

uncertainty

Explanatory 
model

Social acceptability



Implications
• Interventions to improve appropriate use of CAM and 

antibiotics should focus on:

– Providing reliable advice to patients on the severity 
and cause of their specific ARI 

– Providing trusted advice to patients (and indeed to 
health professionals) on safety and effectiveness of 
CAM and antibiotics for specific ARIs

– Improving the availability and convenience and 
lowering the cost of appropriate treatments. 
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Overview of systematic reviews
• Of the CAM treatments with positive results in the reviews, 

only 2 are available in the UK
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Andrographis paniculata reduces duration of cough 
and sore throat

• 33 trials, comprising 7175 patients
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Outcome Measure (95% CI)

Mean severity of cough   
(Standardised mean difference)

-0.39  (-0.67 to -0.10)

Time to symptom resolution (days) 
– Andrographis alone compared to usual 
care

-3.55 days (-5.5 to -1.5)

Time to symptom resolution (days) 
– Andrographis PLUS usual care 
compared to usual care alone

-1.27 days (-1.58 to -0.97)



Pelargonium 
sidoides
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• Pelargonium sidoides liquid improves recovery 
from acute bronchitis in adults
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Pelargonium sidoides liquid extract for 
acute sinusitis
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Outcome Placebo 
Group

Pelargonium 
Group

Difference Number 
needed to 
treat 

Complete 
recovery by day 
21 (in adults)

9.6% 60.8% 51.2% 2



Conclusions 
• P. sidoides may be effective in relieving symptoms of acute 

bronchitis and sinusitis 

• Adverse events were more common with P. sidoides than 
placebo, but none were serious

• Overall quality of evidence is low
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Question 1: patient decision aid or patient 
information sheet?
• Feedback from GPs: treatment of ARIs is not a complex 

decision, so does not require a decision aid
• We should discourage patients from seeing Drs for simple 

respiratory infections
• Provide information on “over-the-counter” treatments
• Incorporate into existing evidence-based information 

sheets:
– Acute cough / bronchitis

– Acute otitis media

– Acute sinusitis 19
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Some research studies have shown that two herbal remedies can help with cough symptoms. 

Andrographis	paniculata	
This plant has been used as a traditional medicine in India for hundreds of years. Some studies have 
shown that it reduces cough, and has few side-effects (mainly stomach upset).  Patients who took 
Andrographis improved 3 ½ days faster than those who took no treatment. Patients who took 
Andrographis alongside other usual treatments improved more than one day faster than those who 
took only other usual treatments. Andrographis capsules are available from Pukka herbs. 

Kaloba	(Pelargonium	sidoides)	
This preparation comes from the root of a flower, which has been used in South African traditional 
medicine for hundreds of years. Several studies have shown this helps to relieve the symptoms of 
cough and bronchitis, both in children and in adults. Side-effects are rare and not serious (mainly 
upset stomach). The liquid preparation (alcohol extract) is more effective than tablets. It is available 
from Boots and Holland & Barrett.  
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Patient information on sinusitis

24

• Kaloba (Pelargonium sidoides)

• This preparation comes from the root of a South African 
flower. One study has shown that liquid preparation 
(alcohol extract) helps to treat acute sinusitis in adults. 
Side-effects are rare and not serious (mainly upset 
stomach).It is available from Boots and Holland & Barrett. 



Patient information on sore throat
• Andrographis paniculata

• A few studies have shown that this Indian herb can help 
sore throats to get better faster, and has few side-effects 
(mainly stomach upset).  Patients who took Andrographis
alone improved almost 4 days faster than those who just 
used usual treatments. 

• Andrographis capsules are available from Pukka herbs.
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Suggestions for improvement  from 
patient participation group
• Broadly positive: they are interested in this information

• Suggest to include information on 

– cost of remedies 
– magnitude of risk of side-effects
– Interactions with modern medicines

• Consider recommending remedies which are not available 
in UK (e.g. Sinupret) 
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Suggestions for improvement from GPs
• 3 meetings with a total of about 40 GPs

– Some GPs felt that this information would be useful
– Others felt that there is not yet enough evidence to 

recommend any of these products.

• There is also little evidence on other recommended “home 
remedies” like honey & lemon, but they are free.

• Requested more information on interactions with modern 
medications. 
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Next steps
• We also need more research on home remedies 

• Would this encourage funders to fund further, better 
clinical trials? 

• Need to evaluate effect of information leaflets on a 
representative sample of patients – will they reduce use of 
antibiotics?
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