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:nts who visit sentinel clinics and hos-
sithout collecting sufficient qualitative
ation. These data are reported weekly,
~week delay during which data are com-
DCR captures additional qualitative
wion but reports include only the date
MLflu reports the number of patients
eive a diagnosis for influenza with rapid
In each surveillance system, timeliness,
5y, and representativeness have been
off for other advantages. The rationale
g readily available dara of OTC sales for
ring is to establish routine early detec-
rveillance for pandemics and other
-ted events to complement those surveil-
'stems.
ead time for OTC sales was compared
luenza surveillance to evaluate the time-
f sales data for detecting seasonal influ-
demics. An estimated 72% of Americans
>ugh, cold, influenza, or sore throat
urchase OTC medications early in the
of their illnesses (4). Increases in OTC
xre expected to precede an increase in
visits to hospitals, assuming that con-
ehavior in Japan is similar to that in other
ed countries (i.e., persons purchase OTC
ions when they first feel ill and then visit
ir EDs if their illness becomes more seri-
though OTC sales correlated well with
porary influenza activity (2,3), a clear
1e was lacking, and analysis of OTC sales
dicated no evidence of advance detec-
influenza activity. Additionally, difficul-
re encountered in interpreting sales
s in late December from influenza sur-
e alone. The increase appeared to reflect
tion for a long holiday season acceler-
year-end discount promotions but not
al increase in influenza activicy. How-
rther analysis excluding this sales pro-
effect was also not able to determine
uenza activity in advance.
: results indicate that sales data on OTC
tions used to treat common colds have
otential for predicting increased influ-
tivity in Japan. Multiple factors might
: for this outcome. Because the analysis
formed only on a national level, the
id not take into account regional varia-

FIGURE 4. Comparison of over-the-counter (OTC) sales per pharmacy
(adjusted) with number of patients with influenza-like illness (ILI) per
hospital or clinic recorded through daily case reporting (DCR) of the
National Survey of Daily Influenza Outpatients (adjusted), by date — Japan,
January-April 2004
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FIGURE 5. Comparison of over-the-counter (OTC) sales per pharmacy
(adjusted) with number of patients with influenza reported through the
Mailing List-Based Influenza Epidemic Database (MLflu), by date — Japan,
November 2003-April 2004*
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* MLflu reporting system was activated in November 2003 and officially launched in December
2003 for the 2003-04 influenza season.
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FIGURE 5. Goodness of fit (adjusted R-square) between over-the-counter
{OTC) sales and other influenza activity surveiilances at different OTC lead
times for 2003-04 influenza season — Japan, November 2003--April 2004
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jority of Japanese have easy access to Medi
care, and the national health insurance Systen
provides a high degree of coverage. As a regy,
persons who are ill are more likely to visit 5 clinig
at an early stage of illness. The introducriy o
antiviral agents (e.g., oseltamivir) that requir,
physician’s prescription also has promoted meg;
cal assistance—seeking behavior during ¢,
influenza season. All of these factors combing
might have influenced the study resulgs.

Conclusion

The results presented in this repoft are

0.00

Lead day

* Mailing List-Based Influenza Epidemic Database.

tions in influenza activity and variations in when the
influenza season began. Variation of lead time of OTC sales
to the actual disease incidence by locality has been suggested
previously (5); therefore, to assess the real situation, smaller
geographic areas must be analyzed. The next step to confirm
correlations will be to break down the analysis at the prefec-
ture level for 47 prefectures, with and without the effects of
sales promotions. However, commuters cross prefecture bor-
ders frequently every day, and spatial correspondences or
noncorrespondences of OTC sales and physician visits might
remain biased in certain instances as a result of inexact geo-
graphic data.

The choice of OTC medications selected for this study might
have contributed to the outcome. The study was limited to
medications used to treat the common cold, which were
already grouped in the commercialized sales reporting database.
However, in certain cases of early stages of influenza, persons
might purchase more symptom-oriented medications (e.g.,
antipyretic analgesic, antitussive, and antihistaminic medica-
tions). To include the entire sales rise attributable to ILI in the
analysis, medications in those categories should be examined to
formulate a suitable product group to use as precursor for
detecting increased ILI as soon as data become available (5).

As the copayment proportion of payment for medical care
by consumers continues to rise, a gradual move toward self-
medication is under way in Japan. Consequently, the poten-
tial value of using OTC medication sales data as an indicator
of disease outbreaks should continue to rise. However, Japa-

012 3 456 7 8 9 1011 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21

tentative. Thorough data cleaning and add;
tional analysis are required before a final decisioy
is made concerning the use of OTC medicatiop .
sales data as part of a national real-time syndromi
surveillance system. Further studies are planned,
including a geographic breakdown analysis, analysis with e
clusion and inclusion of sales promotion effects (other tha
the year-end discount promotion), choice of methods for st
tistical analysis, and analysis taking into account bargain sale
and associated promotion types and trial surveillance concem-
ing respiratory symptoms in a limited area.
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