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Oscillococcinum®: Misunderstanding or biased interest?
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Dear Editor,

Contrasting opinions still exist about the efficacy of Oscillococcinum®,
the most famous homeopathic remedy from Boiron Laboratoires, Lyon
(F), which is commonly used for flu, season colds and airway inflamma-
tory affections. This popular homeopathicmedicine is scarcely supported
by clinical and pharmacological evidence and, therefore, further investi-
gations are needed to assess its supposed efficacy in flu. While a cutting
Editorial fromWeissman in 2006, sought tomake fun of this homeopath-
ic medicine for the flu, because it is made from the liver and heart of a
duck [1], the immediate following comment by D. Ullman on the issue
and the contrasting opinion by Prof. C. Boiron in this journal [1,2], did
not contribute to achieve a clear overview about this topic, quite the con-
trary. Honestly, the ongoing encouraging sale of Oscillococcinum® could
not care less both of the many criticisms in evidence based medicine
(EBM) and people confidence. People appear to trust homeopathy as an
effective approach by hearsay: this elicits a positive attitude that may
also promote a placebo response. However, even those medicines from
homeopathy, used as placebo by physicians, may bear potential damage
to patients [3]: this obviously raises a bioethical concern.

How much the scientific evidence about Oscillococcinum® in litera-
ture? A Medline/PubMed query on the MESH term “Oscillococcinum”

allows to retrieve only 11 papers, of which two of them are mere com-
ments, a very small percentage of thewhole bulk of papers dealingwith
homeopathy (11/4789 = 0.23%). A recent meta-analysis from the Brit-
ish Homeopathic Association, at Luton (UK) concluded that “there is in-
sufficient good evidence to enable robust conclusions to bemade about
Oscillococcinum® in the prevention or treatment of influenza and
influenza-like illness” [4]. This assessment enforces the negative evi-
dence shown in previous Cochrane meta-analysis reports [5]. The very
few positive papers yet raised criticisms, due to possible bias and unre-
liable results. The paper by Ferley et al., curiously conducted with peo-
ple from Lyon (France), did not longer elucidate the bias regarding a
spontaneous recovery from influenza due to the youngest age and a
mild or moderate syndrome, yet lacking of specificity, because of the
choice of criteria for the influenza-like symptoms in the recruited sub-
jects [6]. Interestingly, 3 of the 4 positive reports on Oscillococcinum®,
two of which [7,8] cited by Ullman in his comment, were supported
by the French producer in Italy [7–9]: the article by Casanova and Ge-
rard, [7] is a non-peer reviewed article on an Italian journal, editorially
co-funded by Boiron Italia S.r.L., the article by Papp et al. [8], has P.
Belon among the Authors, who held the Scientific Direction of Boiron
Laboratoires, Lyon (France), while the manuscript in Ref. [9] was
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completely written by L.A. Marrari, the current Scientific Manager of
Boiron Italia, S.r.L. It is particularly puzzling, furthermore, that in Italy,
editorial activity pro-Oscillococcinum® even involved some expertise
from the University of Verona, particularly the group of Prof. P. Bellavite
and Dr. M. Marzotto, with whom Boiron Italia, S.r.L. has a research co-
funding contract, since several years. Homeopathy is particularly devot-
ed in the treatment of respiratory affections, both allergic and infec-
tious, and Oscillococcinum® has been promoted by Boiron for
influenza treatment in the Italian NIH [9]. However, by considering an
amount of 9 scientific reports, from 1998 to date, of which only 4
reporting positive (encouraging) results, 3 can be related to Boiron di-
rectly, and are all considered positive. People might ask if this is a cum-
bersome coincidence, which in turn should elicit the naïve question if
we are talking about a home-made science or a trivial biased interest.
Notwithstanding, because some individuals are greatly disappointed
from an insuccess occurred in official medicine while trying to heal
them but many other are attracted by “soft and natural” therapeutics,
these considerations will not dim any strong reason to accept homeop-
athy or complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) as a valuable
alternative in healthcare. They may reply that it is nothing but the
need to address the legitimate scientific investigation of
Oscillococcinum® to safeguard consumers. Yet for the standing of the
scientific community, as homeopathy is not pharmacology [10], it
would be ethical to state that in the absence of further evidence, clearly
not supported by Boiron only, people should deserve some legitimate
doubt or concern in considering Oscillococcinum® for flu.
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