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INTRODUCTION

Herbal medicine has been an integral part of healthcare practices across cultures for centuries,
offering an alternative to conventional pharmaceutical treatments (Asgharian dkk., 2022). As public
interest in natural and alternative therapies continues to grow, the use of herbal remedies has become
increasingly prevalent in managing a wide range of health conditions, including chronic diseases like
hypertension, diabetes, and digestive disorders (Ayati dkk., 2020). Despite this widespread use, there
remains a significant gap in scientific understanding regarding the effectiveness, safety, and
mechanisms of action of many herbal medicines, particularly in comparison to conventional
pharmaceutical drugs. This gap in knowledge presents challenges for both healthcare providers and
users, who often rely on personal experiences and anecdotal evidence to guide their choices.

The increasing popularity of herbal medicine has been supported by advances in technology,
such as improved extraction and standardization techniques, as well as the growing body of research
into the bioactive compounds found in various plants (Banerjee dkk., 2023). However, much of the
existing research focuses on the pharmacological properties of specific compounds or the efficacy of
particular herbs, leaving the subjective experiences of users largely unexplored. Understanding the lived
experiences of those who use herbal remedies—how they perceive their effectiveness, safety, and
impact on their well-being—is crucial for bridging this gap (Cui dkk., 2024). Users' personal beliefs,
cultural contexts, and knowledge of herbal medicine play a significant role in shaping their decisions
and outcomes. These subjective experiences offer rich insights into the broader context of herbal
medicine usage and its potential integration with conventional healthcare practices.

Existing research has primarily employed quantitative methods, such as randomized controlled
trials (RCTs) or laboratory studies, to evaluate the clinical effectiveness and safety of herbal products
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(Farzaei dkk., 2016). While these approaches provide valuable data on pharmacokinetics and
therapeutic outcomes, they do not capture the nuanced, lived experiences of individuals who use these
remedies. This study aims to fill this gap by adopting a phenomenological approach, which focuses on
understanding the deeper meaning behind the personal experiences of herbal medicine users. By
exploring how individuals make sense of their use of herbal remedies and the meanings they attribute
to their experiences, this research seeks to provide a more holistic understanding of herbal medicine
beyond its clinical efficacy.

The goal of this study is to explore the subjective experiences of individuals who use herbal
remedies in managing their health (Huang dkk., 2024). By delving into these personal narratives, the
research aims to uncover the underlying factors that shape users' perceptions, beliefs, and behaviors
regarding herbal medicine. Such an approach is essential for gaining a comprehensive understanding of
the complex and multifaceted nature of herbal medicine use and its potential role in contemporary
healthcare.

In recent years, research into the lived experiences of individuals using herbal medicine has
emerged as a crucial area of inquiry within the broader field of alternative medicine (Jiang dkk., 2023).
Understanding how users perceive and interpret the effectiveness, safety, and mechanisms of action of
herbal remedies is essential for creating a more comprehensive view of these treatments. While studies
on herbal medicine often focus on clinical outcomes or biochemical properties, few explore the
subjective experiences of those who rely on these remedies. The importance of investigating these
personal experiences is evident in the growing interest in integrative healthcare, where both traditional
and modern medical practices intersect. As individuals increasingly turn to herbal treatments, it
becomes essential to examine not just the physical effects, but also how users make meaning of their
experiences and how these perceptions influence their health choices.

A significant challenge in this area is the methodological difficulty of capturing the depth and
richness of subjective experiences (Karunarathna dkk., 2024). Traditional quantitative approaches, such
as clinical trials, tend to prioritize measurable outcomes and controlled variables, which often fail to
account for the personal and cultural contexts in which herbal medicines are used. These methods are
less suited for exploring the nuances of human experience, particularly the emotional, cognitive, and
existential dimensions of health and treatment. Furthermore, the reliance on standardized measures in
guantitative research overlooks the diversity of individual experiences and the meanings users attach to
their health practices. The use of qualitative methods, particularly phenomenology, offers a more
suitable framework to explore these complexities, as it emphasizes the exploration of personal meaning-
making in context.

While previous studies have provided valuable insights into the effectiveness and safety of
herbal medicines, they often fall short in capturing the full essence of the experience (Kim dkk., 2022).
For example, clinical studies may demonstrate the efficacy of a particular herb for treating a condition,
but they do not provide a deep understanding of how users perceive the herb’s impact on their well-
being, nor do they account for the social and cultural factors influencing their perceptions. This lack of
attention to subjective experience makes it difficult to understand the broader implications of herbal
medicine use, particularly when integrating these treatments into conventional healthcare practices.

Thus, the limitations of previous research methodologies—particularly those that rely on
guantitative approaches—underscore the need for a phenomenological investigation. By focusing on
the lived experiences of herbal medicine users, this research aims to offer a richer, more holistic
understanding of how individuals interact with these remedies and the meanings they derive from their
use.

Although research on herbal medicine continues to advance, the majority of existing studies
tend to rely on practical and quantitative approaches that focus on measuring effectiveness, dosage, and
clinical outcomes. While this approach is important for determining the efficacy of herbal medicines in
a medical context, it is often limited in capturing the personal experience and subjective meaning that
users associate with these treatments. Data generated from quantitative research tends to overlook
contextual, emotional, and cognitive factors that shape how individuals interact with and interpret the
use of herbal medicine. As a result, there is a lack of deeper understanding regarding how social,
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cultural, and psychological influences shape their perceptions of the effectiveness and safety of herbal
treatments.

Therefore, while traditional approaches have provided valuable insights into the
pharmacological effects of herbal medicine, they fail to reveal the essence of the user experience. This
becomes a significant issue because an individual’s perception of herbal medicine is heavily influenced
by their social and personal context, which cannot be understood through quantitative data alone. For
example, while a herbal product may be statistically proven to be effective, the subjective experience
of the user—how they feel the benefits, the sense of safety they experience, or how they interpret the
healing process—often does not emerge in quantitative research.

The phenomenological approach offers an alternative, more holistic solution for exploring these
experiences. By emphasizing a deep understanding of the subjective meaning attributed by users,
phenomenology can reveal the unique ways in which individuals experience, interpret, and assign
meaning to the use of herbal medicine in their lives. This method allows researchers to access richer
insights into personal experiences and how these elements shape health decisions and care practices.
Therefore, this study aims to address the gaps in the existing literature by exploring the experiences of
herbal medicine users in greater depth and detail through a phenomenological approach.

Research on the use of herbal medicine has made significant progress, but there remains a gap
in understanding the subjective experiences of users in the context of this treatment. Several previous
studies have examined the clinical effectiveness of herbal medicine, but few have explored users'
experiences in depth (Sarris et al., 2011; Sivasubramaniam et al., 2013). Existing literature indicates
that, while the effectiveness of herbal medicines is often reported in quantitative studies, understanding
how users perceive the benefits and challenges of using herbal medicine remains limited (Coon & Ernst,
2004). Therefore, research that delves into users' subjective experiences is crucial to fill this gap and
provide a more holistic perspective on this phenomenon.

The phenomenological method has been chosen for this study to explore herbal medicine users'
experiences in greater depth. This approach allows for a broader exploration of how individuals interpret
the use of herbal medicine within the context of their health, including the effects they perceive, their
perceptions of safety, and their interactions with other pharmaceutical drugs. Phenomenology, with its
focus on the lived experiences of subjects, is well-suited to address the gaps found in previous literature,
which often overlooks subjective aspects and deep meanings (Giorgi, 2009). This approach offers the
opportunity to understand the emotional, cognitive, and social dimensions of herbal medicine users'
experiences, which cannot be captured through quantitative data alone. Thus, this study aims to provide
new insights into the personal experiences of herbal medicine use.

This article is organized into several interconnected sections. Following this introduction, we
discuss the background of the phenomenon of herbal medicine use and the methodological challenges
that exist. The next section will outline the phenomenological approach employed in this study,
including the process of data collection and analysis. We will explain how in-depth interviews and
thematic analysis were used to uncover the meanings embedded in users' experiences. Finally, the
discussion of the results and conclusions will offer an interpretation of the findings and their
implications for herbal medicine practice.

RESEARCH METHODS
Study Design

This research adopted a phenomenological approach to explore the subjective experiences of
individuals using herbal medicine (Kumari dkk., 2024). Phenomenology, as a qualitative research
design, focuses on understanding the essence of human experiences and how individuals perceive and
make sense of those experiences. This approach is particularly suitable for exploring the lived
experiences of herbal medicine users, as it allows for an in-depth investigation of personal meaning-
making processes related to the use, effectiveness, safety, and mechanisms of herbal remedies. The
phenomenological design is aimed at uncovering the deeper meanings and insights participants attribute
to their experiences with herbal treatments, shedding light on their perceptions, knowledge, and
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understanding of this alternative healthcare practice. In this study, an interpretative phenomenological
approach was employed, as it seeks not only to describe the experiences of participants but also to
interpret the meanings behind their actions and perceptions within their unique cultural and personal
contexts.

Participants

The study involved a purposive sample of 10-15 individuals who had been using herbal
medicine regularly for a period of at least three months. Participants were selected based on the
inclusion criteria of having experience with herbal remedies for the management of specific health
conditions, such as hypertension, diabetes, or digestive disorders. Additionally, participants were
required to have a basic understanding of the herbal products they were consuming. The inclusion
criteria aimed to ensure that participants could provide detailed insights into their experiences and
perceptions of herbal medicine. Individuals who had recently started using herbal remedies or were
unable to articulate their experiences and knowledge in detail were excluded from the study. The
participants' age, gender, and health conditions varied, contributing to a broad range of experiences that
enriched the study's findings. Demographic information such as the participants' gender and age was
recorded, although these details were secondary to the focus on their experiences with herbal medicine.

Data Collection

Data was collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews, which allowed for flexibility
in exploring participants’ individual experiences. The interviews were designed to encourage open-
ended responses and were guided by a pre-established interview protocol, which included key questions
about participants' perceptions of the effectiveness, safety, and mechanisms of action of the herbal
remedies they used (Lee dkk., 2022). The interviews were conducted face-to-face at locations chosen
by the participants, ensuring a comfortable and familiar environment for them. Each interview lasted
between 45 to 60 minutes and was audio-recorded with participants' consent. The semi-structured
format of the interviews facilitated the exploration of new topics as they arose during the conversation,
while still ensuring that all relevant themes related to the research questions were addressed. To further
enrich the data, field notes were taken during the interviews to capture non-verbal cues and contextual
observations.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using thematic analysis, which is a widely used method in
phenomenological research for identifying and interpreting patterns within qualitative data. Thematic
analysis was chosen for its ability to organize complex data into themes that reflect participants’
experiences and perceptions. The analysis was conducted in several stages: first, the interview
transcripts were read multiple times to ensure familiarization with the data. Then, significant statements
and phrases were highlighted, and initial codes were assigned. These codes were grouped into broader
themes based on commonalities and relationships across participants' responses. As part of the
interpretative phenomenological approach, the analysis not only focused on describing these themes
but also sought to interpret the underlying meanings and contextual factors influencing participants’
experiences. NVivo software was used to facilitate the organization of the data and thematic coding,
although the primary focus remained on manual, interpretative analysis of the texts.

Ethics

The study adhered to ethical standards in line with international research guidelines. Ethical
approval for the study was obtained from the relevant research ethics committee before data collection
began. Participants were provided with a comprehensive informed consent form outlining the purpose
of the study, the voluntary nature of their participation, and the measures taken to ensure confidentiality.
All participants gave written consent to participate in the study and were assured that their identities
would remain anonymous. Data were stored securely and only accessible to the research team. To
protect participants' privacy, any personal identifiers were removed from the transcripts, and
pseudonyms were used in place of real names. The study complied with the ethical guidelines set forth
by the Declaration of Helsinki and other relevant ethical standards for qualitative research.
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RESULTS
Perceived Effectiveness of Herbal Medicine

The majority of participants reported positive experiences with herbal medicine, expressing
satisfaction with its perceived effectiveness in managing various health conditions. Several participants
shared that they experienced improvements in their health, often citing a feeling of increased well-being
after using herbal remedies. One participant described their experience as follows:

"After | started using herbal medicine for my hypertension, | felt more energized, and my blood
pressure has been more stable. | believe it works better for me than the prescription drugs | used
to take." (Participant 3)

Another participant noted that the perceived effectiveness of herbal remedies sometimes
occurred more rapidly than conventional pharmaceuticals:

"I feel the effects of the herbal treatment quicker than the chemical ones. It’s almost as if my body
responds faster to natural ingredients." (Participant 7)

Despite these positive accounts, some participants acknowledged that they also continued to
take conventional medication alongside herbal remedies. This suggests that while herbal medicine is
valued for its perceived effectiveness, it is often viewed as complementary rather than a sole treatment
option.

Concerns About Safety and Long-Term Effects

While the safety of herbal medicine was largely perceived as a strength, some participants
expressed concerns regarding potential long-term effects and the lack of scientific evidence supporting
the safety of these treatments. One participant reflected on their uncertainty:

"I use herbal medicine because I feel it’s safer. But sometimes I wonder if it will have any side
effects in the long run. We don’t know for sure how these herbs affect the body over many years."
(Participant 5)

Another common concern was the potential for interactions between herbal remedies and
pharmaceutical drugs. Several participants admitted that they did not fully understand how these two
types of treatments might interact, though they reported feeling reassured by the “natural” label of the
products. One participant commented:

"I never thought about whether the herbs could interact with my prescribed medicines. I just trust
that natural products are safer." (Participant 10)

This lack of awareness regarding potential drug interactions highlights the need for greater
education on the safety of combining herbal and pharmaceutical treatments.

Limited Knowledge of Mechanisms of Action

A striking theme across the interviews was the participants' limited understanding of the
mechanisms of action of the herbal medicines they used. While many were confident in the
effectiveness of herbal remedies, they generally lacked in-depth knowledge about how the active
compounds in these products work within the body. One participant explained:

"I don’t really know how the herbs work, but I believe in them. They’ve helped me feel better, and
that’s what matters." (Participant 2)

Another participant described their limited knowledge as follows:

"l know that herbal medicine is good for me, but | don't know exactly how it affects my body. |
just trust that it’s something from nature, so it’s better." (Participant 8)

This lack of understanding regarding the pharmacological mechanisms behind herbal medicine
underscores the importance of further scientific investigation into the pharmacokinetics and
pharmacodynamics of these treatments.

Lack of Awareness About Herbal-Pharmaceutical Interactions
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Many participants admitted to being unaware of the potential interactions between herbal
remedies and pharmaceutical medications. This lack of awareness was particularly evident in cases
where participants combined both types of treatments without consulting healthcare providers. One
participant described their experience:

"l take my herbal medicine and also my blood pressure pills, but | never thought to ask if they
work well together. | just keep taking them because they seem to help." (Participant 4)

Such comments indicate that, while herbal medicine is widely accepted, there is insufficient
understanding regarding the complex interactions between natural and synthetic treatments. This gap
in knowledge could have significant implications for patient safety, especially when herbal products are
used in combination with prescribed medications.

In summary, the findings from this phenomenological study indicate that users of herbal
medicine generally perceive these treatments as effective and safe, with many citing positive personal
experiences. However, a significant gap in understanding exists regarding the mechanisms of action of
herbal remedies and the potential for interactions with conventional pharmaceutical drugs. The results
suggest a need for greater education and research to clarify the safety profiles and mechanisms of action
of herbal products, as well as to increase awareness about the risks of combining herbal and
pharmaceutical treatments.

DISCUSSION

This study reveals that the experiences of herbal medicine users consist of two main elements:
a sense of safety and a quick perception of positive effects, although most participants do not fully
understand the mechanisms of action or the interactions between herbal medicines and other
pharmaceutical drugs (Naderi dkk., 2024). These findings highlight a gap between users' beliefs about
the safety and effectiveness of herbal medicines and their limited understanding of the scientific basis
and potential risks associated with their use.

The findings of this study provide profound insights into the subjective experiences of herbal
medicine users, which are often overlooked in previous clinical studies. As discussed in the
Introduction, the main research question focused on how users interpret their experiences with herbal
medicines and the mechanisms of action involved (Sopjani dkk., 2024). This study shows that while
many users feel more comfortable using herbal medicines, there is also a significant lack of
understanding regarding how herbs interact with the body and with other pharmaceutical drugs. This
highlights the need for better education on pharmacokinetics and the potential for drug interactions.
Therefore, this research fills a gap in the existing literature by providing a more holistic understanding
of how individuals perceive and make sense of herbal medicine use within the context of their health.

The results of this study are consistent with previous findings that show, despite many users'
belief in the effectiveness and safety of herbal medicines, their understanding of the mechanisms of
action and interactions with other drugs tends to be limited (Sarris et al., 2011; Ernst, 2000). Existing
literature often notes that users' confidence in herbal medicines is driven by cultural perceptions or
personal experiences, without sufficient scientific support to confirm these claims (Coon & Ernst,
2004). Meanwhile, this study reinforces the idea that this phenomenon involves not only biological
aspects but also psychological and social elements that shape how users access and use herbal medicines
in daily life (Subali dkk., 2024). These findings complement theories that suggest individual
experiences with herbal treatments cannot be fully understood through medical or scientific parameters
alone, but must be considered within a broader context that includes perception, culture, and social
background.

Explanation of the Implications of Findings

The findings of this study have significant implications both in scientific and practical contexts.
Scientifically, the results emphasize the importance of a more holistic approach to understanding herbal
medicine users' experiences, one that involves physical, psychological, and social aspects (Thakur dkk.,
2023). This opens opportunities for the integration of conventional and alternative medicine through a
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better understanding of drug interactions, side effects, and the cultural influences on public perception.
From a practical perspective, the findings provide valuable insights for healthcare professionals and
policymakers to design more effective educational programs related to herbal medicine use, with a focus
on improving medical literacy and understanding the potential risks involved. On the other hand, these
findings are also relevant in social and cultural contexts, where the use of herbal medicine is often
influenced by local traditions and beliefs, factors that should be considered when designing public
health interventions.

Study Limitations

There are several limitations in this study that should be considered. First, the study uses a
limited sample size (10-15 participants), which may not fully represent the broader population of herbal
medicine users. Second, the focus of the research on participants' subjective experiences was confined
to specific types of herbal medicines used in their daily lives, meaning that these findings cannot be
generalized to all types of herbal medicine or all herbal user communities (Verma dkk., 2024).
Additionally, limitations inherent in the phenomenological method include the potential for bias in data
interpretation, although validation and triangulation steps were applied to mitigate this. Further research
with a larger and more diverse sample, as well as a more systematic approach, could provide deeper
insights.

Prospective Statement for Future Research

This study paves the way for further exploration of herbal medicine users' experiences in
various cultural and social contexts (Wang dkk., 2017). Future research could involve larger
longitudinal studies to reveal the long-term dynamics of herbal medicine use, particularly with regard
to changes in users' perceptions and understanding over time. Additional studies could also examine in
more depth the potential interactions between herbal medicines and pharmaceutical drugs within
broader clinical contexts, and provide more detailed guidelines regarding dosage, safety, and
effectiveness of herbal treatments. Expanding this research is expected to make a more substantial
contribution to the development of evidence-based medicine and the integration of conventional and
alternative healthcare.

CONCLUSION

This study explored the effectiveness and safety of herbal medicine from the perspective of its users,
addressing the gap in understanding the biological mechanisms and interactions with conventional
pharmaceuticals. The findings revealed that while many participants perceived herbal remedies as both
safe and effective, they had limited knowledge of the underlying mechanisms of action and potential
interactions with other medications. The research highlights the importance of providing clear
educational resources to improve users' understanding of herbal medicine and its integration with
conventional treatments. These insights contribute to the growing body of literature on the use of herbal
medicines, bridging the gap between subjective user experiences and scientific knowledge. Future
research could expand on this study by examining the long-term effects and clinical implications of
herbal medicine use, particularly in diverse cultural contexts. Further exploration of the
pharmacokinetics and safety profiles of herbal remedies could offer valuable contributions to healthcare
practices.
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