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Homeopathy: cost-effectiveness

Although a full-scale economic evaluation of homeopathy has not yet taken place, there are a number of studies and reports that point to its cost-effectiveness:
· Two studies of non-randomised, parallel-group, design recorded the outcomes and costs of treatment by German1 and French2 General Practitioners (GPs) who integrated homeopathy in their practice, compared with those who did not. The results of the two studies are congruent: GPs who integrated homeopathy in their practice achieved better results for similar cost. (See below for study details).

· A 1991 French Government Report3 showed a significantly reduced cost from homeopathic care versus conventional medical care. The total cost of homeopathic care per physician was approximately half of the total cost of the care provided by conventional physicians. However, because homeopathic physicians, on average, saw significantly fewer patients, the overall cost per patient under homeopathic care was still a significant 15% less. It is also interesting to note that these savings appear to increase the longer a physician has been using homeopathy.

· A 1996 study of 130,000 prescriptions4 confirmed the results of the 1991 French government report (above) and suggested significant benefits and savings as a result of homeopathic treatment. This survey also noted that the    number of paid sick leave days by patients under the care of homeopathic physicians were 3.5 times less (598   days/year) than patients under the care of general practitioners (2,017 days/year). These figures suggest further benefit and savings to the homeopathic approach to care.

· Homeopathic medicines are reimbursable under the French health care system, in part because they cost considerably less than conventional drugs (on average, the cost of a homeopathic medicine is 7 French francs (€1) versus 23.00 French francs (€3.5) for conventional drugs). Although homeopathic medicines in France represent 5% of all medicines prescribed by physicians, they represent only 1.2% of all drug reimbursements due to the lower cost per prescription.4
· Witt et al. (2005)1 This study compared homeopathic and conventional GPs’ outcomes in chronic diagnoses commonly treated in general practice (adults – headache, low back pain, depression, insomnia, sinusitis; children – atopic asthma, dermatitis, rhinitis). They collected data on symptom severity as rated by patient and     doctor, quality of life and costs of consultations, medication, physiotherapy, hospitalisation, sick pay and medical devices at 6 and 12 months. The study was sponsored by a Krankenkasse (health insurance company), which also provided the economic data. 493 patients were treated by 101 homeopathic and 59 conventional 
GPs. The patients treated by the two groups of GPs were generally similar, although those who attended homeopathic GPs generally had a higher level of education; adjustment was made for these differences in the analysis. The conclusion was that patients who sought homeopathic treatment had better outcomes for similar cost.

· Trichard, Chaufferin & Nicoloyannis (2005)2 This study compared two treatment approaches (‘homeopathic strategy’ vs. ‘antibiotic strategy’) used in routine medical practice by allopathic and homeopathic GPs in the management of recurrent acute rhinopharyngitis in 499 18-month to 4-year-old children. The GPs using homeopathy had significantly better results in terms of clinical effectiveness, complications, parents’ quality of life and time lost from work, for lower cost to social security.

· Van Wassenhoven and Ives (2004) This study gathered data about routine homeopathic general practice from eight   general medical practices in Belgium were physicians were homeopathic doctors. Compared to previous conventional    treatment, patients reported that consultations were longer but cost less. Prescription costs (including conventional medicines) were one third the general practice average. Patients were very satisfied with their homeopathic treatment, both they and their physicians recorded significant improvement. Costs of homeopathic treatment were significantly lower than conventional treatment and many previously prescribed drugs were discontinued.

· Smallwood et al (2005)5 This study investigated the potential contribution of mainstream complementary therapies to healthcare in the UK. To the extent that homeopathic treatments are effective, they appear to offer the potential    for substantial cost savings, particularly in drugs bills for primary care. The evidence also indicates fewer adverse effects that conventional remedies and a reduced need for follow-up appointments. 
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