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Complementary and Alternative Medicine:




Complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) refers to a
group of medical and health-care systems, practices and products
that are not considered to be part of conventional medicine. It
covers an enormous and ever-changing range of activities, from
well-established physical therapies such as osteopathy to spiritual
measures such as prayer specifically Idi health. Proponents suggest
that CAM focuses on the whole person- their lifestyle, environment,
diet, and their mental, emotional and spiritual health, as well as their
physical complaints.

‘Complementary medicine' is the term used to describe the use of
these treatments in conjunction with conventional medicine (e.g.
acupuncture to reduce pain after surgery). 'Alternative medicine'
describes their use in place of conventional medicine (e.g.
reflexology instead of anti-inflammatory drugs for arthritis). Clearly
most forms of treatment can be used in either way, so the term
CAM is often used generically. 'Integrative medicine describes the
use of conventional therapy in combination with one or more
complementary therapies for which mere is evidence of efficacy and
safety.

A variety of different taxonomies are used for CAM therapies.
The National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine
in the USA uses the following classification:

Alternative medical systems. These have their own constructs of
theory and practice, often based on ancient historical beliefs.
Examples are homeopathy, naturopathy, traditional Chinese
medicine and Ayurveda.

e Mind-body interactions. These rely on the mind's capacity to
influence physical function. Examples are meditation, prayer,
mental healing, music therapy and dance.

e Biologically based therapies. These involve the use or
regulation of an extraneous agent or preparation. Examples




include herbal medicine, dietary supplementation and
nutritional medicine.

Manipulative and body-based methods. These are based on
manipulation or movement of parts of the body. They include
osteopathy, chiropractic, reflexology and massage (which is
often combined with aromatherapy).

Energy therapies. These involve use of energy fields.
Examples include gi gong, reiki and therapeutic touch.

Some forms of CAM are embedded in the cultural norms of
particular social and ethnic groups, e.g. traditional Chinese
medicine. In Western society, the use of CAM is extensive and
growing. For example, in 2002 in the United States, at any one time
36% of the population were using some form of CAM. If prayer for
health reasons was included this figure rose to 62%. The most
common medical conditions involved were back, neck, head or joint
pain, upper respiratory tract infections, anxiety or depression,
gastrointestinal symptoms and sleep disturbance.

The popularity of CAM may reflect a lack of confidence in
conventional medicine, particularly a belief that it will not help the
condition or may cause harm. In contrast, CAM is often perceived
to be completely safe; patients may therefore be willing to be treated
with it.

Safety

Not all CAM therapies are safe; some are toxic in their own right
(e.g. dietary supplements containing ephedrine alkaloids-now
banned in the USA) and others are harmful if used in combination
with conventional treatment (e.g. garlic supplements that interfere
with the action of anti-HIV chemotherapy).

There is also potential for harm when alternative medicine is
used to treat serious or life-threatening medical conditions if the
resultant delay in seeking conventional treatment compromises




clinical outcome, in a way that the patient would not have chosen
had they been fully informed at the outset.

Evidence

practitioners and advocates of CAM are increasingly challenged
to justify these treatments through independent, well-conducted,
randomised controlled clinical trials. In some cases this may be
difficult (e.g. the placebo arm of a double-blind trial of
acupuncture). In addition, it can be argued that different types and
standards of evidence, focusing on patient satisfaction and
subjective benefit rather than measurable clinical outcomes, are
more appropriate for CAM. The literature in this area is growing
rapidly but, at present, only a minority of CAM therapies are
supported by evidence that would be acceptable for conventional
medicine. These are primarily the 'big five' CAM therapies-
homeopathy, osteopathy, chiropractic, medicine. Moreover, where
evidence does exist it is often limited to a small subset of the
clinical conditions for which the treatment is used.

Regulation:

The 'big five' CAM therapies have professional regulatory
frameworks in place, and others are following suit. Nevertheless, for
many CAM therapies, there is no established structure of training,
certification and accreditation, and practice is effectively open to all.
Set against the demanding training and life-long continuous
professional development that pertains to conventional medicine,
this constitutes an important barrier to integrative medicine.

Integrated Health Care:




There is a considerable popular and political impetus behind
moves to integrate CAM with conventional medicine and health
care at the level of resource allocation, service design, clinical
practice, education and research. Almost 50% of general practices in
the UK now offer some form of access to CAM, and this is an
increasing trend in hospitals. Historically, patients using both types
of therapy have often experienced conflicting advice and value
judgments, poor or absent communication between practitioners,
and even hostility or ridicule. They often revert to secrecy — an
inherently undesirable and potentially dangerous outcome.
Integrated healthcare aims to understand and remove the barriers
that create such dilemmas for patients. It aims to let them exercise
their choice of treatment in an open environment characterized by
good communication, respect, and due consideration of autonomy,
efficacy and risk.

Further information:

Books and journal articles

Bligh J. Learning about science is still important. Medical
Education

2003; 37:944-945. BMA Ethics Department. Medical ethics today:
the BMA's handbook

of ethics and law. 2nd edn. London: BMJ Publishing; 2004. Boyd
KM, Higgs R, Pinching AJ. The new dictionary of medical

ethics. London: BMJ Publishing; 1997. Eisenberg DM, Davis RB,
Ettner SL et al. Trends in alternative

medicine use in the United states, 1990-1997: results of a

follow-up national survey. JAMA 1998; 280(18):1569-1575. Paling
J. Strategies to help patients understand risks. Br J Med




2003; 327:745-748. Rawlins MD. NICE work—providing guidance
to the British National

Health Service. New Engl J Med 2004; 351:1383-1385. Williams
JR. Medical ethics manual. Ferney-Voltaire Cedex: World

Medical Association; 2005.

Davidson principles and practice of medicine Last editions:

Websites

www.gmc-uk.org UK General Medical Council. The following are
available here: Tomorrow's doctors—reports from the UK General
Medical Council Education Committee, 1993 and 2002; Good
medical practice, May 2001; The new doctor, April 1997.

www.nice.org.uk National Institute for Health and Clinical
Excellence.

www.sign.ac.uk/Scottish Intercollegiate Guidelines Network.

www.who.int World Health Organization.




