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Overview of complementary and
alternative medicine

Complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) is often defined as any
medical system, practice, or product that is not thought of as standard or
conventional care. Some practitioners of CAM define it as any practice
falling outside “Western” or allopathic medical training.

Complementary medicine ‘
Complementary medicine is used along with standard medicine.

Alternative medicine
Alternative medicine is used in place of standard treatments.

Complementary and alternative medicine may include dietary supple-
ments, complex herbal mixtures, dietary modifications, acupuncture,
massage therapy, magnet therapy, spiritual healing, and meditation.

It is crucial that CAM therapies receive the same scientific evaluation
used to assess standard healthcare approaches. Because CAM therapies
are proven safe and effective, they may become part of standard health-
care, particularly in supportive care.

The National Cancer Institute (NCI) has established an Office of
Cancer CAM (OCCAM) that specifically addresses the use of CAM in
the treatment, palliation, and prevention of cancer.



Issues in cancer complementary and
alternative medicine

Studies have reported that approximately 80% of cancer patients use
some form of CAM, and more than 60% use supplements concurrent
with their cancer treatment. Significant supplement-chemotherapy and
supplement-radiotherapy interactions have been reported.

Multiple studies have shown that many patients (~50%) are reluctant
to discuss CAM therapies with their standard healthcare teams. Few
cancer CAM therapies have been tested in randomized controlled trials
(RCTs).

Mass media and Internet sources for information on cancer CAM
are unreliable. A recent review of breast cancer information Web sites
revealed that those discussing CAM therapies were 15 times more likely
to contain inaccurate information.
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Major categories of complementary and

alternative medicine therapies

Major categories of CAM have been defined by the OCCAM. Multiple

CAM therapies can be classified under more than one category, such as

yoga, which has both an exercise and meditation component.
Therapies have been assigned to one of the three following groups:

e Beneficial in cancer: Effective in RCTs. No significant adverse effects
have been reported.

e Unproven benefit: Efficacy not shown in randomized clinical trials. No
significant adverse effects have been reported.

e Potentially harmful: Significant adverse effects have been observed.
This last category can be extended to all of the practices if used solely
as alternative therapy, i.e., in lieu of standard therapy.

Alternative medical systems

Alternative medical systems are built upon complete systems of theory
and practice. Often, these systems have evolved apart from and earlier
than the conventional medical approach used in the United States.

Beneficial in cancer
Acupuncture
Thisis one ofthe key components of traditional Chinese medicine. Treatment
typically involves stimulation of anatomical points by insertion of thin needles
into the skin. Acupressure and electroacupuncture are also used.
Benefits:
e Reduction in cancer-related pain
e Reduction in chemotherapy-induced nausea

Unproven benefit

e Ayurveda is an ancient system of healthcare native to India. The
majority of treatment is herbal, but metals and minerals may be added.
Homeopathy is the use of medicine with similar side effects to the
iliness being treated, but at extremely high dilutions, such that less
than one molecule remains.

Naturopathy is the use of natural remedies for treatment. Individual
components may be beneficial. Practitioners may vary widely in their
training.

Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) is a very broad category,
including the methods of diagnosis and treatment. Individual
components have been tested and shown to be beneficial.

Tibetan medicine is an ancient system of healthcare native to Tibet.
The majority of treatment is herbal, but precious metals may be added

Energy therapies

Energy therapies involve the use of energy fields. There are two types,
biofield therapies and electromagnetic-based therapies.

Biofield therapies

These are intended to affect energy fields that purportedly surround and

penetrate the human body. The existence of such fields has not yet been
scientifically proven.






