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This book discusses treatments (including types of medication and mental health therapies), diagnostic tests for various symptoms and mental health disorders, and organizations. The authors have made every effort to present accurate and up-to-date information. However, the information in this book is not intended to recommend or endorse particular treatments or organizations, or substitute for the care or medical advice of a qualified health professional, or used to alter any medical therapy without a medical doctor’s advice. Specific situations may require specific therapeutic approaches not included in this book. For those reasons, we recommend that readers follow the advice of qualified health care professionals directly involved in their care. Readers who suspect they may have specific medical problems should consult a physician about any suggestions made in this book.
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Series Foreword

All of us have questions about our health. Is this normal? Should I be doing something differently? Whom should I talk to about my concerns? And our modern world is full of answers. Thanks to the internet, there’s a wealth of information at our fingertips, from forums where people can share their personal experiences to Wikipedia articles to the full text of medical studies. But finding the right information can be an intimidating and difficult task—some sources are written at too high a level, others have been oversimplified, while still others are heavily biased or simply inaccurate.

Q&A Health Guides address the needs of readers who want accurate, concise answers to their health questions, authored by reputable and objective experts, and written in clear and easy-to-understand language. This series focuses on the topics that matter most to young adult readers, including various aspects of physical and emotional well-being as well as other components of a healthy lifestyle. These guides will also serve as a valuable tool for parents, school counselors, and others who may need to answer teens’ health questions.

All books in the series follow the same format to make finding information quick and easy. Each volume begins with an essay on health literacy and why it is so important when it comes to gathering and evaluating health information. Next, the top five myths and misconceptions that surround the topic are dispelled. The heart of each guide is a collection of questions and answers, organized thematically. A selection of five case studies provides real-world examples to illuminate key concepts. Rounding out each volume are a directory of resources, glossary, and index.

It is our hope that the books in this series will not only provide valuable information but will also help guide readers toward a lifetime of healthy decision making.
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Introduction

Complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) is a broad term to encompass a wide array of treatment modalities. Complementary medicine refers to treatments or therapies that are used along with conventional Western medicine. Alternative medicine refers to a system of medicine that developed separately from conventional Western medicine, or to describe when complementary medicine modalities are used in place of, instead of along with, conventional Western medicine. Examples of alternative medicine include traditional Chinese medicine, Ayurvedic medicine, homeopathy, and naturopathy.

Why people use CAM modalities varies. Most CAM users report the main reason they use CAM is for general wellness. Although most are satisfied with their current medical care, many CAM users admit that CAM modalities align with their personal philosophy, find them natural and harmless, and find them useful and enjoyable. Many CAM users report feeling calm, having more energy and physical flexibility, better sleep, sharper mental focus, and slower aging.

Users of CAM, however, are often seeking treatment of a disease or its symptoms and side effects. Most CAM users have more than one health condition to address, with cancer, digestive and musculoskeletal disorders being the most common. Pain is the leading symptom that leads people to explore relief options, including CAM. Breast and hematologic (i.e., blood) cancer patients are the most frequent users of CAM, hoping to cure the disease or to manage the myriad of side effects that are common with conventional medical treatment.

Scientific research surrounding CAM modalities is ongoing. However, many studies have been small with variable or inconsistent results, or their research design is inadequate. The ability to develop robust double-blind randomized controlled clinical trials is difficult. Furthermore, systematic reviews have found that many clinical trials testing CAM have major flaws like insufficient statistical power, poor controls, inconsistency of treatments, or lack of comparison with other treatments. The placebo effect often negates efficacy of treatments in traditional research studies, so the results of CAM modalities may be perceived or assumed as self-healing and provide false evidence that a modality is effective. Thus, it can be challenging to apply conventional expectations of research to therapies that are unconventional. As a result, conventional medical practitioners have been reluctant to fully embrace, and encourage, the use of CAM modalities within traditional medical treatment plans.

The purpose of this book is to provide a holistic exploration of various CAM modalities. Each modality, and its origin, is investigated and its current practice and regulations are thoroughly vetted. Its potential risk and benefits are brought forth, and a summary of the current status of the extant scientific literature surrounding each modality is identified. Special considerations for using each modality are highlighted. It is hoped that the information provided within the review of each modality will provide information for consumers of all ages to make informed decisions about using CAM modalities to augment an existing conventional medical treatment regimen or serve as a catalyst for further in-depth discussion with a health care practitioner surrounding a comprehensive treatment plan.
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