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Abstract

Introduction: Natural supplements have gained significant attention due to their potential to aid in weight
management. This study aimed to assess the beliefs and awareness about the use of natural supplements for weight
loss among Saudi adults in Saudi Arabia. Methods: A cross-sectional, descriptive online survey was conducted
among the public from March to April 2023 using Google Forms. The survey was divided into three themes and
comprised 18 items that gathered information about the beliefs and awareness of respondents toward natural weight
loss supplements. Data analysis was performed using the statistical package for social science version 27 (SPSS
Inc., Armonk, New York, United States). Results: A total of 261 participants were included in the study. Among
those, the majority of them were female, 253 (59.3%), and 75.1% had a university degree. About 28.7% (n = 75)
were aged between 37 and 47 years. More than half (54%, n = 141) of the respondents were in good health, whereas
47.9% (n = 125) had a normal weight. In this study, 73.6% (n = 192) of the respondents never believed that using
natural products to reduce weight. Furthermore, 25.7% (n = 67) of the participants sought medical assistance for
the weight loss treatment. In addition, 33.7% (n = 88) of respondents were aware of the benefits of natural weight-
loss supplements. With regards to recommendation use of natural supplements, 6.5% (n = 17) of them reported
health care professionals, followed by relatives and friends (17.6%, n = 46). In addition, 55.6% (n = 145) of the
respondents revealed that social media and the internet, followed by health-care professionals (12.6%, n = 33),
were the main sources of information for their natural supplements. Conclusion: The current findings revealed
that 26.4% of adults believed the benefits of natural supplements for weight loss. The use of natural supplements
is a fairly popular and traditional approach to managing weight. More awareness and education are required about
the benefits and complications of natural supplements for weight loss or any other diseases that might be needed.
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due to their vast range of benefits, which
include nutritional support, immune system
strengthening, mental health enhancement, and
joint and bone health maintenance.l'*) Herbal
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al Supplements for Weight Management

supplements have become increasingly popular in recent
years as many people turn to natural alternatives for weight
loss.! While herbal supplements are not a substitute for a
healthy diet and regular exercise, they can provide additional
support and promote weight loss.[**!

Obesity is a complex health issue that has reached epidemic
proportions worldwide. It not only affects one’s physical
health but also has profound effects on one’s mental and
emotional well-being. In recent years, there has been a
growing interest in the use of herbal medicines in the
treatment of obesity."”? Herbal supplements for weight
loss come in a wide range of formulations, each with its
own unique combination of ingredients.”!'”’ Some common
ingredients found in herbal supplements for weight
loss include green tea extract,”! caffeine,'"! Garcinia
cambogia,'>"*! and cayenne pepper.”' These ingredients
are known to have properties that may help boost
metabolism, suppress appetite, or burn fat.’'¥ Therefore,
obesity reduction can reduce the financial and social burden
on the health-care system as well as improve patient quality
of life. It is the lifestyle modification approach that is the
foundation of weight loss.['>) The rich cultural heritage and
deep-rooted beliefs in natural remedies have contributed to
the widespread use of herbal medicines among the Saudi
population. Some factors cause an increase in herbal
medicine usage, such as availability and simplicity, as well
as the belief that traditional recipes are safe and have no
side effects.['s]

According to World Health Organization (WHO) estimates,
80% of the world’s population relies heavily on traditional
medicine as their primary method of health care.l'” In
the wake of the increase in global demand for medicinal
herbs, there have been some concerns raised about the
safety of their use.l'™"”! Medicinal plants have been used
for centuries to treat various ailments and promote overall
well-being. The use of herbal medicine in Saudi Arabia can
be traced back to ancient times.!'® The region’s geographic
location, rich biodiversity, and traditional knowledge have
contributed to the development of an extensive herbal
medicine system. Herbal remedies were the primary form of
health care before the introduction of modern medicine.!®
Previous data on the utilization rate of herbal medicine
for obesity in Saudi Arabia was found to be 98.1%.0%
Another study on obese Iranians reported that 32.3% used
herbal medicine for weight loss.?! The Chinese studies on
traditional Chinese medicine reported it to be very effective
in reducing weight.?>?*! Unfortunately, information about
the use of herbal products for the management of obesity is
limited in Saudi Arabia. To the best of our knowledge, this
is the first study to look into the usage of herbal medicines
for weight loss in the Riyadh area. Therefore, the current
study aimed to assess the beliefs and awareness about the
use of natural supplements for weight loss among Saudi
adults in Saudi Arabia.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study design and population

For the current study, a cross-sectional survey was created.
The survey was performed among Saudi adults from March
to April 2023. The study included both male and female
participants over the age of 18 who were currently living
in the Riyadh region and were able to provide informed
consent. Others who did not match the inclusion criteria were
excluded from the study. The online survey was carried out
via a link shared on social networking sites such as WhatsApp
and Facebook. Furthermore, before processing the study,
informed consent was obtained from the participants.

Questionnaire design and validation

To investigate the beliefs and awareness of natural weight loss
supplements among the adults living in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia,
a member of the research team, who had previous experience
in questionnaire development and validation, developed a
new questionnaire based on the enclosed items of previously
used and published questionnaires related to natural weight
loss supplements.['%2%22] The survey form had 18 questions
divided into three sections. The first component gathered
demographic data from the participants. The following
section comprised 11 questions about natural weight loss
supplement knowledge, awareness, and attitudes. The final
section included three multiple-choice questions about the
source of knowledge and recommendations for utilizing
natural supplements for weight loss in Saudi Arabia. The
survey questionnaire was drafted in Arabic, Saudi Arabia’s
native language.

Before using the questionnaire, a preliminary phase was
undertaken to assess its validity and reliability. Initially, a
research specialist in the fields of clinical pharmacy and
research at King Saud University were requested to analyze
the extent to which the items in the questionnaires are relevant
and can accurately reflect the Saudi public’s knowledge and
attitude toward natural weight loss supplements. Following
that, all the necessary additions or changes in the study
tools were made according to the results of the review with
the research team. The questionnaire was then pretested
on 20 people, who were eventually eliminated from the
study population. They were instructed to complete the
questionnaire. Internal consistency reliability was determined
using Cronbach’s alpha, and test-retest reliability was
determined using the intra-class correlation coefficient.
Internal consistency reliability was good (with Cronbach’s
alpha =0.72 and an intra-class correlation coefficient of 0.96).

The data was collected from adults aged >18 who were
able to provide informed consent. An invitation message to
participate in the study was given to family members, friends,
and the broader community via social media (WhatsApp®)




and email, along with a link to the survey. To acquire the
data, the snowball technique was utilized, in which one
person contacted to take the survey produced numerous
recommendations. The study objectives were explained to
the participants, and a consent form was delivered along
with the surveys. Only the obtained data was analyzed, and
the information provided by the study participants in the
questionnaires was kept confidential. Before data collection,
each questionnaire was translated into Arabic, the local
language, and then back into English to verify consistency.
For data gathering, a stratified random sample technique
was used. Participants were randomly picked from the Saudi
population, primarily from social media and the Google
platform, and from the Riyadh region. Non-respondents
were contacted via phone and email and asked to return their
forms. All usable surveys that were returned were filled out
anonymously.

Statistical analysis

The data were analyzed using SPSS Version 27 for Windows.
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize data on socio-
demographic factors, medical history, and responses to
questions about knowledge, attitude, and awareness of natural
weight loss supplements. For categorical variables, the data
were summarized as frequencies (n) and percentages (%).

RESULTS

During the study period, a total of 261 subjects responded
to the survey. More than two-thirds of the respondents
were female: 253 (59.3%), while 100 (38.3%) were male,
and approximately 75.1% had a university degree. About
75 (28.7%) were aged between 37 and 47 years. More than
half, 141 (54%) of the respondents, had good health, whereas
125 (47.9%) had a normal weight. 101 (38.7%) were
overweight [Table 1].

Among the respondents, 224 (85.8%) believed that losing
weight improved their health. whereas 27 (10.3%) do
not. Moreover, 254 (97.3%) respondents were aware that
an increase in weight increases the risk of diabetes and
high blood pressure. In this study, 73.6% (n = 192) of the
respondents never believed that using natural products helped
to reduce weight, while only 26.4% (n = 69) of them believed
that natural products helped with weight loss. Furthermore,
67 (25.7%) of the participants sought medical assistance for
the weight loss treatment. In addition, 88 (33.7%) participants
were aware of the benefits of natural weight loss supplements,
while 173 (66.3%) were unaware. Overall, 75 (28.7%)
believed that natural supplements are safe and effective to
use for weight loss; in contrast, 128 (28.7%) were unaware;
and finally, 79 (30.3%) respondents thought that natural
supplements for weight loss are better than prescription
medicine. Almost half of the participants claimed that safety
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Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the survey

respondents (n=261)

Characteristics Frequency (n) Percentile (%)

Gender
Male 100 38.3
Female 161 61.7
Age (years)
18-25 46 17.6
26-36 44 16.9
37-47 75 28.7
48-57 59 22.6
>58 37 14.2
Education
Primary school 47 18
Secondary school 18 6.9
University 196 751
Overall health status
Excellent 109 41.8
Good 141 54
Poor 11 4.2
Weight
Normal weight 125 47.9
Obese 25 9.6
Overweight 101 38.7
Underweight 10 3.8

concerns associated with the consumption of natural weight
loss supplements may cause harm. The detailed responses of
the respondents were given in Table 2.

With regards to recommendations for the use of natural
supplements, 6.5% (n = 17) of them reported health care
professionals, followed by relatives and friends (17.6%, n =
46), and previous positive experience of natural supplements
(6.5%, n = 17). Figure 1 shows the responses to the
recommendation of natural supplements among respondents.

The most commonly stated sources of information for natural
supplements were social media and the internet 145 (55.6%),
followed by health-care professionals 33 (12.6%). Other
sources included scientific studies 28 (10.7%), the Ministry
of Health 25 (9.6%), television and radio 20 (7.7%), and
magazines and textbooks 10 (3.8%) [Figure 2].

The most common possible reasons for using natural
supplements for weight loss were, alternative to diet (n = 81;
48.8%), flow to improve the overall health (n = 80; 48.2%),
easy availability of the supplement (n =41; 24.7%), and desire
to use natural supplements (n = 38; 22.9%). The detailed
possible reasons for the consumption of natural weight loss
supplements are given in Figure 3.




Table 2: Natural weight loss supplements

awareness among the survey participants (n=261)

Variables Frequency (n) Percentage
Do you think that losing weight can improve your health?
Yes 224 85.8
No 27 10.3
| don’t know 10 3.8

An increase in weight increases the risk of developing
chronic illnesses such as diabetes and high blood
pressure

True 254 97.3
False 3 1.1
| don’t know 4 1.5

Have you ever believed that using natural products to
reduce weight?

Yes 69 26.4
No 192 73.6

Have you ever sought a doctor’s assistance for weight loss
therapy?

Yes 67 25.7
No 194 74.3

Are you aware of the benefits of natural weight loss
supplements?

Yes 88 33.7
No 173 66.3

Do you believe that natural supplements are safe and
effective to use for weight loss?

Yes 75 28.7
No 58 22.2
| don’t know 128 28.7

Do you believe that natural supplements for weight loss
are better than prescription medicine?

Yes 79 30.3
No 69 26.4
| don’t know 113 43.3

Do you consider natural weight loss supplements as an
alternative to diet and/or exercise?

Yes 60 23
No 87 33.3
| don’t know 114 43.7

Safety concerns associated with the consumption of
natural weight loss supplements

May cause harm 129 49.4
Drug-supplement 37 14.2
interaction

Disease-supplement 19 7.3
interaction

No safety concerns 63 241
Others 13 5
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Figure 1: Recommendation to consume natural weight loss
supplements among respondents
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Figure 2: Source of information for natural supplements
among respondents
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Figure 3: Reasons for the consumption of natural weight loss
supplements

DISCUSSION

Weight loss is a common goal for many adults, and there are
various methods and approaches available to achieve it. One
approach that has gained popularity in recent years is the
use of natural supplements for weight loss. Natural weight-
loss supplements have gained significant popularity among
adults who are looking for effective ways to shed those extra
pounds and have become a topic of interest and research.
Many adults turn to these supplements as a way to enhance




their weight-loss efforts and achieve their desired results.
These supplements are often marketed as a safe and effective
alternative to prescription medications or other weight-loss
methods. According to recent estimates by the WHO, in the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the overall prevalence of obesity
is estimated to be 33.7% and that of overweight is 68.2%.
Furthermore, WHO also revealed that Gulf regions were
found to have the highest rates of obesity, and Saudi Arabia
stands in the second position with a high prevalence.

The current findings revealed that approximately 85.8% of
Saudi adults believed that losing weight improved their health.
These results were comparable to a previous study by Sharaf
et al. (2021) among the public, who reported that 90.2% of
the participants knew that maintaining good physical activity
and a healthy diet would manage obesity.?* To successfully
manage weight, it is essential to adopt a holistic approach
that combines regular physical activity with a healthy diet.
By incorporating these lifestyle changes into their daily
routines, individuals can not only manage their weight
effectively but also improve their overall health and well-
being. More than one-third of the participants were aware of
the benefits of natural weight-loss supplements. Similarly,
another recent study by Almughais et al. (2023) reported that
more than half (55.6%) had an overall good awareness level
about anti-obesity medications."™ These results point to the
need for better strategies and guidelines for the awareness of
natural weight loss supplements, as it is steadily increasing
as individuals seek safer and more holistic approaches to
achieve their weight loss goals. These supplements offer
several benefits, including being derived from natural
sources and promoting overall health and well-being. Our
results show that only 17 (6.5%) believed that health-care
professionals recommended that they consume weight-loss
natural supplements, whereas a study in Saudi Arabia reported
that 724 (67.5%) participants could use anti-obesity drugs if
advised by their physicians.!"” Similarly, a study conducted
in the USA found that 75% of primary care patients followed
their doctors’ advice about weight-loss drugs daily.*! Indeed,
medical concerns, including patient safety and adverse events,
and beliefs about the safety of natural supplements are the
main concerns raised by the participants.

According to our study, 69 (26.4%) of the participants used
natural products for weight loss. Our study results were
similar to the Liou ef al. study, which showed that 27.2% of
females in Taiwan used anti-obesity drugs,?" and in a recent
study among females in Saudi Arabia, 21.3% were using
weight medications.”” Our findings indicated that 23% of
the participants considered natural weight-loss supplements
as an alternative to diet and/or exercise. Hasan and Ganesh
reported that dieting and exercising were the main methods
used to lose weight (64.1% and 61.5%, respectively).”

Notably, a study by Al-Yousef et al. in 2019 reported that
51% of the respondents believed that herbal medications
were better than commercially available prescription and
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over-the-counter drugs.?® Additionally, our results show that
30.3% of the participants believed that natural supplements
for weight loss were better than prescription medicine.
Likewise, Sharaf et al. (2021) reported among obese patients
that 14.1% agreed obesity medications were not safe and
ineffective for controlling obesity.? In the US, more than 30%
of people with overweight or obesity believe supplements to
be an effective method for losing weight®! Furthermore, a
study conducted on the perception and use of natural health
products (NHPs) concluded that 47% agreed that NHPs are
safer than prescription medications.*” The perception that
herbal and dietary supplements were safer and of higher
quality than conventional treatments contributed to the
increased use of herbal and nutritional supplements.?83" Qur
findings indicated that most participants accepted that weight
gain leads to chronic illnesses such as diabetes and high
blood pressure. Hence, Saudi adults in this study expressed
a positive attitude and a desire to adopt the strategy into
their practices shortly. On the other hand, Alqahtani et al.
estimated that weight loss relatively reduced the risk for
type 2 diabetes by 37.4% reduction and for hypertension
by 18.7% reduction.’] Because a product is natural, it is
not necessarily safe. Though it is uncommon, some dietary
supplements have been related to serious issues such as liver
damage.*?! Supplements can have significant impacts.? For
the purpose of managing of obesity, physical activity and
following adequate dietary habits are proven methods to
control obesity and associated risks.*3!

Ephedra is an herb that was historically utilized to aid in
weight loss. The Food and Drug Administration has officially
banned it due to serious consequences such as mood swings,
high blood pressure, irregular heart rhythm, strokes, seizures,
and heart attacks.*¥ These supplements are marketed as
a safer and more natural option compared to synthetic
weight-loss drugs. One of the primary safety concerns
associated with natural weight-loss supplements is the lack
of regulation and quality control in the industry. Moreover,
the participants in this study strongly supported the idea that
safety concerns associated with the consumption of natural
weight-loss supplements may cause harm. Furthermore, in
a study conducted among community pharmacists, 56% of
participants expressed concerns about the safety of herbal
remedies, and 30% considered them to be harmless.*!! The
present study has some limitations. First, the study used a
self-administered tool, which could have introduced self-
presentation bias that might have influenced the results. In
addition, the study did not give more details about the natural
supplements, such as the type of usage of weight-loss natural
supplements and their dosage. These areas are worth further
investigation by researchers in the future.

CONCLUSION

The current findings revealed that a considerable proportion
of adults believed in the benefits of natural supplements




for weightlessness. The use of natural supplements in
the treatment of obesity is a growing area of interest in
Saudi Arabia. While traditional approaches such as diet and
exercise remain essential, herbal medicines offer potential
adjunctive benefits. However, it is crucial to approach
their use with caution and seek guidance from health-care
professionals to ensure safety and efficacy. Further research
with a larger sample is needed to establish the effectiveness
of specific herbal medicines in the treatment of weight loss
in Saudi Arabia.
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