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Introduction

There was a time when complementary medicine was dismissed as quackery or a fad that would never last. Despite such predictions, however, interest in complementary therapies has boomed alongside people’s growing concern for a healthy lifestyle. At a time when the boundaries of medical science are being tested and barriers are pushed in areas such as gene therapy and laser surgery, many people are becoming increasingly distrustful of conventional medicine. Disenchantment with medical science, which many regard as synthetic, detached and, in some cases, dangerous, has led to people turning in droves towards a more natural approach to healthcare. Studies suggest that between one third and half of all adults in Europe have used some form of complementary therapy at some time, the most popular being osteopathy, chiropractic, homeopathy, aromatherapy, and acupuncture, according to a Consumers’ Association Survey.

The popularity of complementary medicine has obliged the medical profession to sit up and take non-conventional therapies more seriously, so that their use alongside mainstream medicine is now booming. More than 40 per cent of GPs offer complementary medicine within their NHS practices and more than 70 per cent regularly refer their patients to its practitioners. And more doctors than ever are training in complementary therapies so that they can offer their patients the best of both mainstream and complementary medicine.

WHAT IS COMPLEMENTARY MEDICINE?

The most significant difference between conventional and complementary medicine lies in their approach to the definition and treatment of disease. Whereas conventional medicine is diagnosis-led, complementary practitioners aim to treat the whole person. In practice this means that conventional doctors will look at your symptoms. For complementary practitioners, illness is seen as a disturbance in physical and mental wellbeing and treatment is given to stimulate the body’s natural self-healing abilities.

The complementary practitioner’s approach to treatment is known as a holistic one, the key principle being that any treatment must be planned around the person as a whole (holism comes from the Greek word meaning whole). So in addition to any physical symptoms a practitioner will also take into account your emotional, mental and spiritual health.

Holistic practitioners believe that your mind and body have a natural tendency to keep themselves in a state of balance or homeostasis. When this balance is disrupted, ill health is often the result. The therapist’s job is to work with you to galvanise your body’s self-regulating abilities.

[image: Image]

HOW TO CHOOSE A THERAPY

Because complementary treatment aims to trigger your body’s natural self-healing abilities, in theory any therapy can help with any problem, but it is important to choose a therapy with which you feel comfortable. If you hate people touching your feet, for example, then reflexology is probably not for you. The following questions are designed to make you think about your attitudes to health and should help you to home in on the approaches that might suit you best.

From the following list, choose the five factors that you consider are most important to your health. Each one is marked either (a) or (b). When you have finished, count up the number of (a) answers and the number of (b) answers you have chosen and check your score.


[image: Image] A natural well-balanced diet (a)

[image: Image] Time and space to relax (b)

[image: Image] Regular exercise (a)

[image: Image] Healing energy flowing through you (b)

[image: Image] Plenty of fresh air (a)

[image: Image] Managing stress (b)

[image: Image] Getting rid of toxins (a)

[image: Image] Spirituality (b)

[image: Image] A well-functioning body structure (a)

[image: Image] Family (b)

[image: Image] No money worries (a)

[image: Image] Friends (b)

ANALYSING YOUR SCORE

Mostly a’s: the condition of your body and environment is important to you; as such you may be more comfortable with body-oriented therapies such as aromatherapy, yoga and osteopathy.

Mostly b’s: emotional and spiritual harmony play a key role in your ideas of good health; as such you may find that therapies such as Chinese herbalism and Ayurveda suit you best.

This section will help you to examine how responsible you are for your health. Choose the five statements you agree with most strongly and count your score as above.

[image: Image]

[image: Image] My health depends on how much care I take of myself. (a)

[image: Image] No matter what I do, if a bug is going around I’ll catch it. (b)

[image: Image] If I regularly visit a practitioner I can prevent illness. (a)

[image: Image] My health is vulnerable to accidental events. (b)

[image: Image] I have the ability to heal myself. (a)

[image: Image] I can only stay well by getting professional treatment. (b)

[image: Image] My health is my responsibility. (a)

[image: Image] My health is the responsibility of others. (b)

[image: Image] By taking care of myself I can stay healthy. (a)

[image: Image] When I get ill I have to let it run its course so that nature has time to do its healing work. (b)

[image: Image] I fall ill when I don’t look after myself properly. (a)

ANALYSING YOUR SCORE

Mostly a’s: you assume considerable responsibility for your health. This means that you may prefer a therapy in which you can be actively involved such as relaxation, acupressure, and t’ai chi.

Mostly b’s: you prefer to put yourself in the hands of professionals and let them look after you. Practitioner-led therapies such as Western herbalism and homeopathy may therefore suit your temperament best.

In this section you’ll examine the personal preferences that may influence your choice of therapy. Choose the five statements you agree with most strongly, then count the number of a’s, b’s and c’s.

[image: Image] I like to be massaged or touched. (a)

[image: Image] I find it easy to take pills. (b)

[image: Image] I find it easy to talk about my emotions. (c)

[image: Image] I don’t worry about getting undressed in front of a practitioner. (a)

[image: Image] I am happy to make dramatic changes to my diet. (b)

[image: Image] I’m drawn to the theory of using my mind to improve my health. (c)

[image: Image] I don’t mind needles. (a)

[image: Image] I like taking remedies and potions. (b)

[image: Image] I find it easy to share experiences in a group situation. (c)

[image: Image] I enjoy the experience of having my body worked on. (a)

[image: Image] I like the sensation of my body working well. (b)

[image: Image] I prefer to talk privately about my feelings. (c)

ANALYSING YOUR SCORE

Mostly a’s: you will probably be at ease with hands-on therapies such as Alexander Technique and shiatsu.

Mostly b’s: you may well respond best to therapies based on diet, medicines or remedies such as nutritional therapy and Bach flower remedies.

Mostly c’s: you seem to be open to exploring your emotions. Check out therapies that work on the mind and emotions such as psychotherapy, counselling, and colour therapy.

You should now have a better idea of the kind of therapies that could suit your temperament. It’s also worth considering other factors that could affect your choice:

[image: Image] If you need the reassurance of clinical trials backing up a therapy’s efficacy you may be better off choosing one of the better-researched disciplines such as acupuncture, meditation and Alexander Technique.

[image: Image] Personal recommendations may help your choice.

[image: Image] It’s always a good idea to let your doctor know that you intend to embark on a complementary therapy, and if you value her opinion it’s a good time to sound her out about what she thinks.

[image: Image] Is there a therapy that has a brilliant track record of dealing with your particular problem?

Always check that your therapist is professionally qualified, and if you have a bad feeling about a consultation, trust your judgment. Always be as informed as you can and be wary of anyone claiming ‘miracle’ results.

HOW TO CHOOSE A THERAPIST

So how do you find a reputable, professionally qualified therapist who you can trust? While many therapies are strongly regulated, others are not, which means that there may not be a watertight way of knowing whether your practitioner is adequately skilled. All this means that finding a good practitioner can be a matter of trial and error. If you have someone in mind, ask to speak to her clients, or ask for recommendations. If you are considering chiropractic, acupuncture or osteopathy, ask your doctor if she can recommend a therapist.

QUALIFICATIONS/CREDENTIALS

[image: Image] Always check that your practitioner is professionally qualified. What was her training? Where did she train? And for how long?

[image: Image] Check out her experience. How many years has she been practising? And if she is relatively inexperienced, is she working under a supervisor?

[image: Image] Is your practitioner happy to tell your doctor about any treatment you receive?

PROFESSIONAL ORGANISATIONS AND ASSOCIATIONS

[image: Image] Is the practitioner a member of a recognised association and is the register open to the public?

[image: Image] Does the organisation have a code of professional practice?

[image: Image] Is there a complaints system or disciplinary procedure?

[image: Image] Is the practitioner happy to give the address and phone number of the organisation with which she is registered?

[image: Image]

RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR PRACTITIONER

Having a practitioner you trust and feel comfortable with is vital. Always be wary of anyone guaranteeing a cure, and don’t agree to any changes in your medication without consulting your doctor first. In most cases your first appointment will begin with the practitioner asking you a host of questions about your health and lifestyle. Use this time to quiz her in return. When the session is over ask yourself:

[image: Image] How were your questions dealt with? Were they answered clearly and thoroughly?

[image: Image] Did the therapist conduct herself professionally?

FINANCE

Consider the following questions before embarking on a course of treatment:

[image: Image] How much does the treatment cost? Can you get it by referral, which could bring down the cost?

[image: Image] Can you claim for the treatment on your private health insurance?

[image: Image] How long will you need treatment?

[image: Image] Does the practitioner have professional insurance that would allow you to claim compensation in the case of negligence?

Now turn to the A–Z section for a description of each therapy and contact details for organisations that can help you find a good therapist.


A–Z OF COMPLEMENTARY THERAPIES

[image: Image]


Acupuncture

Acupuncture has been practised in China for more than 3,500 years and is part of a wider system of healthcare called Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM).

Central to TCM are the concepts of yin and yang, opposing but complementary forces whose balance within the body is essential for health, and chi, the vital energy or life-force which drives every cell of the body and protects the body from disease. Chi flows around the body through 12 meridians or channels, six of which are yin and six of which are yang. Dotted along these meridians are 365 acupuncture points.

[image: Image]

Acupuncturists believe that a harmonious flow of chi is essential to health. Any disruption upsets the balance of yin and yang, leading to illness. To restore balance, the acupuncturist stimulates the relevant meridians either by the insertion of fine needles into the specific points or by applying pressure to the acupuncture points (tsubos) with a fingertip or thumb (acupressure). In the West the use of acupressure has largely been overshadowed by SHIATSU.

[image: Image] CONDITIONS TREATED

It can be used to treat most problems, but it is commonly used for aches and pains ranging from arthritis to back pain, sports injuries, and migraine, as well as asthma, digestive disorders, depression and anxiety, hay fever, nausea, high blood pressure and women’s health.

[image: Image] WHO CAN’T BE TREATED?

Just about anyone can be treated, even animals, but tell your practitioner if you are pregnant, as certain acupuncture points should not be stimulated in pregnancy.

 




Choosing a practitioner

Contact the British Acupuncture Council,

63 Jeddo Road, London W12 9HQ

Tel. 020 8735 0400
 www.acupuncture.org.uk





 

[image: Image] WHAT HAPPENS AT A CONSULTATION

Your first visit will involve a session of detailed questions lasting about 45 minutes which enables the practitioner to assess your condition. The therapist will also complete the picture of the state of your health by taking your pulse on both wrists and examining your tongue (its shape, colour and coating will give clues as to your overall health). Depending on your condition, CHINESE HERBALISM may be recommended as an additional, supplementary treatment option.


Alexander Technique

The Alexander Technique was developed in the late nineteenth century by Australian actor Frederick Matthias Alexander when he began to lose his voice for no apparent reason. When, despite medical treatment, his condition worsened he set about finding the answer himself.

[image: Image]

Realising that the problem occurred during performances only, Alexander analysed what he did differently when speaking on stage. He found that the relationship between his head and neck and how they related to the rest of his body was crucial: his posture during performance represented a pattern of misuse that affected his voice, which in turn created a general pattern of tension in his body. Gradually he taught himself to override bodily tensions by adopting a natural, stress-free posture.

Alexander Technique is not a therapy as such but a method of re-education which teaches you how to use your body more efficiently, moving with poise and grace. It works on the principle that emotional and physical strain are linked and can become fixed in the muscles, distorting posture and movement. Over time this can cause health problems, such as back pain.

[image: Image] CONDITIONS TREATED

Alexander Technique teachers don’t claim to cure anything, but by helping you to improve the way in which you use your body, they can help to alleviate back pain and musculo-skeletal problems, stress, anxiety, depression, headaches, gastrointestinal disorders, repetitive strain injuries, and postural pain in pregnancy.

[image: Image] WHO CAN’T BE TREATED?

Anyone can learn Alexander Technique if it is taught by a qualified teacher.

[image: Image] WHAT HAPPENS AT A CONSULTATION

Alexander Technique is usually taught on a one-to-one basis. Lessons last around 30-45 minutes and a course generally comprises between 25 and 40 sessions. At the start of the first lesson your teacher will ask you what you hope to get from the course. If you have a particular problem ask the teacher if she thinks that Alexander Technique can help and how many lessons you’ll need.

 

You should wear loose, comfortable clothes. The teacher will talk you through everything she does, adjusting your posture and teaching you how to replace bad habits with good ones so that you gain an awareness of how optimum body posture feels and how to achieve it.

 

At the end of each lesson the teacher may give you some exercises to practise at home.

 




Choosing a practitioner

To find a qualified Alexander teacher contact The Society of Teachers of Alexander Technique, Grove Business Centre, Unit W48, 560-568 High Road, London, N17 9TA

Tel. 020 8885 6524
 alexandertechnique.co.uk





 


Applied kinesiology

Kinesiology (pronounced kin-easy-ology) means the study of movement of the human body. It was developed as a therapy in 1964 when American chiropractor Dr George J. Goodheart found that he could tell more about a person’s health by testing their muscles than by any other method of diagnosis.

[image: Image]

Some applied kinesiology methods have long been used by conventional doctors and physiotherapists to test range of movement, but AK practitioners use muscle tests to analyse the cause of illness rather than diagnose and name a specific disease. The practitioner works to find out about the health of the whole person, to pinpoint any imbalances in the body and decide what it needs to correct them. As with ACUPUNCTURE, practitioners believe that imbalances and blockages in energy flow translate into symptoms, physical or emotional. Kinesiology can prevent illness by rectifying imbalances before they become symptoms.

[image: Image] CONDITIONS TREATED

Kinesiology is not a cure as such; practitioners aim to find and correct niggling, minor problems that cannot be diagnosed, because they are only the precursors to disease. Food sensitivities, digestive problems, stiff joints, aches and pains and even phobias can be eased.

[image: Image] WHO CAN’T BE TREATED?

It can help people of all ages and levels of fitness, including babies and pregnant women.

[image: Image] WHAT HAPPENS AT A CONSULTATION

The first session usually lasts about an hour. It will start with detailed questions about your health and lifestyle. You may then be asked to lie down either clothed or undressed to your underwear, while the practitioner carries out muscle tests. The tests are painless and very straightforward. Typically a practitioner will hold your arm in a particular position to isolate a specific muscle. She will then touch a precise point on your body and press down firmly on your arm while asking you to resist the pressure. If you are able to resist, then that part of the body is healthy. If you can’t, it’s a sign of an energy imbalance. When your problem has been diagnosed, the therapist may treat you herself (many AK practitioners are trained in some other areas such as massage, osteopathy, chiropractic, nutritional therapy, acupuncture, colonic hydrotherapy and Bach flower remedies), or alternatively, she will recommend a course of treatment elsewhere.

 




Choosing a practitioner

Contact the Association of Systematic Kinesiology,

15 Cygnet Drive, Durrington, Wiltshire, SP4 9LQ, England

Tel. 0845 020 0383
 www.systematic-kinesiology.co.uk
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