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Abstract 

Introduction Euphorbia hirta Linn has been used as a folk remedy for dengue. Despite numerous 
anecdotal reports, there is a lack of precise documented information regarding its actual use, 
perceptions of effectiveness and safety. This study aimed to elucidate the use of Euphorbia hirta Linn 
in the treatment of dengue. 
Methods Previously confined pediatric patients and their parents were invited to attend focused 
group discussions on their use of Euphorbia hirta. The discussions centered on sources of informa
tion, sourcing, preparation and dosing, the effects of treatment and willingness to endorse its use. 
Results Eight volunteers participated. The common source of information was word-of-mouth 
endorsement. They used commercial preparations and administered it as an infusion. Euphorbia 

hirta was given at various doses and durations. Respondents claimed that it made their patients feel 
better and that they were willing to recommend its use. 
Conclusion: The study showed the potential value of Euphorbia hirta for the treatment of dengue, as 
perceived by the care givers. 
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E
uphorbia hirta Linn. is a slender-stemmed annual

pantropical plant that is ubiquitous in the 

Philippines and is considered to be a common weed. 

Referred to as tawa-tawa, gatas-gatas, bolobotonis and 

golondrina, this plant has been in the news recently 

as a folk remedy for dengue fever. Euphorbia hirta 
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has been a topic of interest worldwide as a medicinal 

plant for varied medical conditions such as dysentery, 

diabetes, intestinal parasitism, seizure disorder and 

even for wound care. Although used for such diverse 

conditions, its use as treatment for dengue is 

apparently unique to the Philippines. 

The alarmingly high numbers of dengue-infected 

individuals at times counting in the tens of 

thousands 1 has overwhelmed local medical facilities. 

In the face of this situation, there is a persistent and 

regular interest regarding the use of Euphorbia hirta 

as a potential treatment for the disease. However, 

there are no definitive studies confirming or denying 

its safety or efficacy in humans. Medical authorities, 

on the other hand, have been slow to investigate this 

phenomenon and have been prudent in advising the 

general public to refrain from its use2 even though 
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there already seems to be significant awareness on 
the part of the public for its potential as gleaned from 
the availability of commercial preparations of this 
herb in the market. 

The authors believe that in the face of an 
increasing threat from the disease vis-a-vis the 
logistical constraints of the healthcare delivery system 
there should be a more active search for alternatives 
to existing treatment strategies. Despite numerous 
anecdotal reports regarding the use of Euphorbia hirta 

in the treatment of dengue, there is a lack of precise 
information regarding its actual use. This study 
investigated the techniques used in employing this 
plant as a treatment for dengue from those who have 
had actual opportunity to use it and their perceptions 

on its efficacy and safety. Hopefully, the information 
generated herein will also facilitate more leads for 
others to pursue further studies in this area. 

Methods 

In this study, pediatric patients previously diagnosed 
and treated for dengue and used Euphorbia hirta Linn 
any type of preparation while confined in a private 
hospital were invited along with their parents to 
discuss their experiences. Questions were centered 
on their sources of information regarding Euphorbia 

hirta Linn, its preparation and use, perceived 
effectiveness, adverse effects, and limitations. The 
moderators were careful to try to elicit as much detail 
as possible. As there were only a handful of 
respondents, this author sought to understand these 
discussions more from a semantic perspective rather 
than from a mere inventory of topics. Recurring 
semantic themes were clustered together and 
examined as a way to assess views and opinions 
regarding their use and perceptions of Euphorbia hirta. 

The study was approved by the Ethics Review 
Committee. As the patients involved in this study are 
minors, the researchers made sure to include the 
parents of these subjects. 

Results 

All the eight participants were from the Metro Manila 
area and all of them had their experiences less than 
two years prior to the focused group discussions which 
were conducted in two separate sessions. Of the eight 
participants in the discussions, six were adults and 
parents of the subjects. The transcripts were analyzed 
and common themes were noted and clustered 
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together to get a better picture regarding the 

phenomenon of the use of Euphorbia hirta for dengue. 
The respondents tended to get most of their 

information from relatives (12.5%), hospital staff such 
as nurses and medical interns (12.5%), doctors 
(6.25%), friends, neighbors, employers (31.25%) and 

media celebrities (6.25%). Strangers met by some of 
the respondents during their stay in the hospital were 
also significant sources of information accounting 
for 18.75% of the total responses. As far as media 
sources are concerned, television and the internet 
each accounted for 6.25% of total responses tallied. 
Print media sources of information such as 
newspapers and magazines were not mentioned. 

In terms of grouping together only actual personal 
contact sources of information, all non-relatives and 
all non-medical personnel comprised 61.54% of these 
responses while relatives and medical personnel 
comprised only 38.46%. With regard to grouping of 
word-of-mouth compared with virtual endorsements 
such as television or internet, word-of-mouth 
endorsements was the overwhelming source of 
information (87.5%); the remaining 12.5% was 
attributed to non-print media. 

There were two general ways in which Euphorbia 

hirta was obtained by respondents: either as a 
commercially prepared product or wildcrafted. 
Commercially prepared products were purchased at 
a mall near the hospital and accounted for 75% of 
such responses. Wildcrafted samples used by some 
of the respondents accounted for the remaining 25%. 
The commercially prepared Euphorbia hirta came in 
teabags in boxes of 20. For this presentation, infusion 
was the method of choice (37.5%). However, 
decoction was the method of choice (25%) for those 
who used wildcrafted preparations. 

All claimed attempting to give these preparations 
either as a pure infusion or decoction; however, 37.5% 
of them complained that a disagreeable taste was a 
major deterrent to drink more of the concoction while 
12.5% complained of its appearance. Significantly, 
3 7. 5% also reported that they used bottled tea or tea 
mixes to mask the taste of the Euphorbia hirta extracts. 
There were no complaints with regard to its odor. 

The amount of time allotted to consume the 
Euphorbia hirta extract by the care givers of the 
respondents varied from 1/2 glassful consumed over 
one day to a total of 1.5 liters consumed over a period 
of 7 days. One respondent reported that 1/2 glassful 
of extract was given at 3 to 4 times per day for 2 days 
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while another reported taking 3/ 4 glassful 3 to 4 times 

per day for 2 days. 

The resulting discussions with regard to the effects 

of treatment were divided into two categories: effects 

on platelet count and effects on general well-being. 

Of the respondents, 62.5% noted that effects of 

treatment were on platelet count and the remaining 

37.5% were on general well-being. Of the treatment 

effects on platelet count, immediate improvement was 

noted in 12.5%, stabilization of platelet count decline 

with subsequent improvement was noted by 12.5% 

of the participants, and an initial decrease with a 

subsequent improvement was observed in 37.5% of 

responses. With regard to general well-being, 25% 

noted a general sense of improvement in the 

disposition of their patient, who seemed to have 

"recovered somewhat" from their illness as 

manifested by return to their usual behavior and the 

other 12.5% noted improvement in the patient's vital 

signs. Notably, there were no responses indicating 

any ill effects from consumption of the extracts. 

Participants were asked to comment on whether 

they would personally recommend Euphorbia hirta 

to others as a treatment for dengue. Four of five 

participants said that they would recommend it and 

one chose to defer that decision to doctors. Half of 

those who chose to recommend said they highly 

would recommend it; the other two said they would 

recommend it as they saw nothing harmful in their 

earlier decision to give it to their patients. When 

asked to comment on whether the Euphorbia hirta 

extract would replace physician-based care, 40% 

responded that it would not. 

Discussion 

The responses of our part1c1pants show that a 

significant source of information on Euphorbia hirta 

as a potential treatment for dengue seemed to be from 

actual word-of-mouth endorsements, indicating that 

there may be significant public awareness. This may 

be viewed as a tacit acceptance of the usefulness of 

the herb in dengue. This also seems to be reflected 

by the total percentage of non-relative and non

medical personnel sources, indicating that strangers 

were the major source of information and supporting 

the contention of a significant level of public 

awareness. 

In the preparation of herb recipes, it seemed that 

the manner in which the herb was sourced and its 

presentation or packaging greatly affected the manner 

of its preparation. Wildcrafted preparations were 

rendered exclusively by decoction while commercial 

preparations were exclusively rendered via infusion. 

There seemed to be no uniformity of the dose and 

duration of Euphorbia hirta as seen from the variations 

in the actual dosing. The range of the daily dose 

varied from 214 ml to 1500 ml per day, while the 

number of days in which extracts were administered 

ranged from 1 to 7 days. The amount of the dose, 

however, seemed to be a reflection of how well the 

patients tolerated the taste of the prepared extracts; 

this seemed to have been a formidable deterrent to its 

more liberal consumption. In the case of the 

commercially prepared infusion extracts, some care 

givers resorted to using store-bought tea drinks and 

mixes to mask the taste of the extracts to increase 

compliance. Increasing the intake of the Euphorbia 

hirta extracts achieved two things: (a) increasing the 

actual intake of Euphorbia hirta and its supposed 

health benefits and (b) increasing the intake of fluids 

to forestall the possibility of dehydration. However, 

it must be noted that there has been some speculation 

on the possibility on the non-dose dependent action 

of Euphorbia hirta in increasing platelet counts. 3 

The comments of the participants with regard to 

the effects of treatment were mostly centered on 

Euphorbia hirta's ability to effect changes on the 

platelet count (62.5%). This may in large part be 

conditioned explicitly by healthcare personnel and/ 

or by the previous experience of care givers and may 

account for the larger share of this facet in their 

recollection of their patients' illness. All the 

respondents claimed eventual improvement in platelet 

counts, although there may have been variations as 

to the immediateness or as to the pattern leading to 

this improvement. There were also no ill effects 

reported with the consumption of the extracts -

suggesting that it may be safe to use. 

One third of responses were regarding 

improvement in the general well-being of the patients 

involved. The authors believe that this is an important 

observation which may be overlooked in evaluating 

the value of Euphorbia hirta as a treatment for dengue. 

Although the nature of these observations are difficult 

to quantify compared to platelet counts, the ability 

to alleviate the general suffering from the disease be 

enough reason to pursue further research in this area. 

Eighty percent of the participants said they would 

personally endorse Euphorbia hirta to others, and half 

of them said that they would highly recommend it. 
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The other respondent indicated that he would leave 

that decision for the physicians to make. This in turn 

may have been in deference to the lack of sanction 

by medical authorities which in turn may have 

implied illicitness in using Euphorbia hirta rather than 

any real perceived harm or ineffectiveness in their 

actual use of Euphorbia hirta. 

This study showed the potential value of 

Euphorbia hirta, as perceived by the caregivers, for 

the treatment of dengue fever. These focused group 

discussions have opened possible areas for further 

study of Euphorbia hirta Linn in the treatment of 

dengue fever; however, the limited number of willing 

participants in this study was factor in obtaining a 

more in-depth understanding of the role of Euphorbia 

hirta in dengue. 
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