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Ethnopharmacology is defined as "The interdiscipli-
nary exploration of biologically active agents tradi-
tionally employed or observed by man"[1]. Currently,
available drugs like Aspirin and Metformin are the
result of the wisdom of ethnic groups [2] which shows
the importance of ethnopharmacological research.
Due to the interest of ethnopharmacologists in fasci-
nating the drug discovery process, they have focused
mostly on designing projects in which sampling is
done according to political and/or regional borders.
Such studies are usually conducted on a population
living in a particular city or country and do not con-
sider the ethnicity, ancestral, lingual, and historical
background of interviewed people [3].

One of the most important criticisms of the results of
such ethnopharmacological studies is the non-repro-
ducibility challenge [4]. Accordingly, various studies
can be found that have been conducted in a specific
area, but the results are not consistent. In general, this
incompatibility in studies' findings can be due to the
inclusion of scattered data from various ethnic groups
living in the same area. As we know, anthropological
factors can affect ethnopharmacological outcomes.
The presence of expert anthropologists in ethnophar-
macological research teams leads to pure sampling
from ethnic groups or classifications in societies with
mixed cultures which results in the consistency of
ethnopharmacological studies [5]. In other words, a
specific region may be the resident place of diverse
ethnic groups. For instance, a study of the Bojnurd
district (North Khorasan Province, Iran) comprising

Revised: 21 Dec 2022

Accepted: 2 Jan 2023

various ethnic groups (Kormanj, Fars, Tats, Turk-
mens, and Turks bearing a variety of beliefs, cultures,
and languages) [6] may result in heterogeneity of
ethnopharmacological data and low Informed Con-
sent Ratio (ICR). For this reason, further accompa-
nying anthropology and ethnopharmacology based
on joint research programs may be useful. In an ideal
situation, each minority with a common ancestor and
mutual language who live in a similar region may be
investigated separately according to related ethnic
borders for increasing the chance of drug develop-
ment success.

Figure 1 may clarify our criticism; In figure la we
have assumed a pure ethnic group from a specific cul-
ture in a location without cultural heterogeneity. In
such settings, all acquired data are pure and ICR will
rise which finally results in an increased chance of a
valuable pharmacological agent. On the other hand,
based on figure 1b we can assume a location in which
different cultures live. This assumed society is the
most common type of ethnopharmacological study
and has caused scattered results. In current ethnophar-
macological researches, ethnopharmacological data
have been diluted among people which finally results
in lower ICR; low ICR causes lower researchers po-
tential to choose valuable candidates for further drug
development studies. Commonly, researchers mainly
try to determine and focus on shared ethnopharma-
cological data which may refer to intersection of A,
B and C in figure 1b. Although via this strategy we
acquire highly convergent data but may cause loosing
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bigger ethnopharmacological data in heterogeneous
societies. We believe that considering cultural borders
in ethnopharmacological studies sampling can help
prevent losing potential agents for further studies.
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Figure 1. Schematic view on two different assumptive geo-
graphical locations in an ethnopharmacological study. a:
Homogenous ethnic culture b: Heterogenous ethnic culture

In conclusion, it is possible to achieve more compre-
hensive and convergent results if the ethnicity of sam-
ples is emphasized in ethnopharmacological studies.
Therefore, in ethnopharmacological and related stud-
ies, priority should be given to classifications based
on the ethnicity of individuals and not to merely po-
litical and regional borders. This means that consider-
ing ethnic borders in classifying data leads to choos-
ing more potential candidates for drug discovery. It
seems that special attention to ethnic groups should
also be emphasized in the ethnopharmacology defini-

tion. In an ideal situation, to make researchers aware
of the ethnic border, a tribal or ethnic index should
be included in the ethnopharmacological studies. Con-
sequently, such indices should be considered as one
of the quality indicators in ethnopharmacological re-
search design, performance, review, publication, and
products.

Conflict of Interests
None.

Acknowledgements
None.

References

[1] Bruhn JG, Rivier L. Ethnopharmacology — A journal, a defini-
tion and a society. J Ethnopharmacol 2019;242;112005.

[2] Siintar I. Importance of ethnopharmacological studies in
drug discovery: role of medicinal plants. Phytochem Rev
2020;19:1199-1209.

[3] Aboukhalaf A, Tbatou M, Kalili A, Naciri K, Moujabbir S, et
al. Traditional knowledge and use of wild edible plants in
Sidi Bennour region (Central Morocco). Ethnobot Res Appl
2022;23:1-18.

[4] Gertsch J. How scientific is the science in ethnopharmacology?
Historical perspectives and epistemological problems. J Eth-
nopharmacol 2009;122:177-183.

[5] Leonti M, Casu L, Oliveira Martins DT, Rodrigues E, Benitez G.
Ecological theories and major hypotheses in ethnobotany: their
relevance for ethnopharmacology and pharmacognosy in the
context of historical data. Rev Bras Farmacogn 2020;30:451-
466.

[6] Yarshater E. Khorasan i. Ethnic groups (no. 12.15.2022). Center
for Iranian Studies-Columbia University 2008.

118 http://jtim.tums.ac.ir



