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Holistic Care, Carefully Handled
According to surveys conducted by researchers at the Harvard School of Medicine, at least one in three of us makes use of complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) of one kind or another in any given year. The popularity of CAM is as easy to understand as the desire to feel well.  All too often, despite its great prowess, conventional medicine is unable to satisfy that fundamental desire- particularly for those with syndromes at the periphery of medical understanding, from fibromyalgia to interstitial cystitis, irritable bowel to chronic fatigue.
But the lure of alternative therapies is fraught with peril.  The less well charted the medical terrain, the more fertile to the beguiling claims of charlatans.  CAM flourishes where scientific evidence runs thin.  

Here, then, is a brief user’s guide through the perils, and to the promise, of complementary and alternative care.  
Successful navigation begins with knowing your destination.  According to the National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine, a division of the NIH, complementary and alternative medicine is defined as a diverse group of medical practices and systems not included in conventional medical training or care.  CAM encompasses five major domains: alternative medical systems, such as naturopathic or traditional Chinese medicine; mind-body medicine, including meditation; biologically-based therapies, such as dietary supplements; body-based methods, such as chiropractic and massage; and energy therapies, including Reiki and therapeutic touch.

This broad definition by exclusion goes on to indicate that generally scientific evidence from well-designed trials is insufficient to characterize the safety and effectiveness of CAM therapies to modern standards.  The realm of CAM is thus perennially limited to the insufficiently tried, and not-necessarily-true, because when science does confirm the utility of any CAM modality, it is adopted into conventional care.  Acupuncture for pain relief, and fish oil in cardiac care are formerly CAM practices now common in mainstream medicine.  Any objections to CAM because it is not fully evidence-based must consider that the prevailing definition of CAM requires that very deficiency. 
  But absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.  Some of what is not currently known on the basis of scientific evidence will in fact be proven true some day.  Just as some of what is now the product of thoughtful speculation and fervent hope will be proven false.  CAM persists because some of us need today what will not be proven- one way or the other- until tomorrow.  The clinical needs of today extend beyond the boundaries of today’s medical knowledge, and are justifiably impatient for the results of tomorrow’s clinical trials.
Since 2000, I have directed an integrative medicine center (see: http://www.davidkatzmd.com/patientcare.asp), defined as a clinical facility that blends conventional care with CAM.  From that perspective, I offer these 5 tips for the safe and successful pursuit of complementary and alternative therapies:
· insist on a conventional health care provider with an open mind

Conventional medicine is formidable.  But it does not have every answer, and cannot relieve every symptom.  If your needs extend beyond the reach of conventional therapy, so, too, should your care.  Your primary health care provider should respect this principle, and help guide you in any forays beyond the realm of standard therapies. 
· insist on an alternative care provider with an open book

No legitimate health care provider should have anything to hide from professional colleagues.  If your alternative care provider will not share their impressions and treatment plan with your conventional doctor, you should go elsewhere.

· go where the credentials are

There are self-acclaimed specialists in varieties of alternative medicine for which there are no established guidelines, credentials, or standards of practice.  Nutritional microscopists come to mind; I have no idea with these self-acclaimed experts do.  Begin any quest for CAM therapy with a provider who has recognized credentials, such as a licensed naturopathic physician, acupuncturist, or chiropractor.  Good resources to begin a search for a credentialed provider include: 

http://nccam.nih.gov/health/practitioner/ and 

http://www.medbioworld.com/cgi-bin/displaycontents.cgi?table=med&type=Associations&filecode=(M)%20Complementary.  Also useful is to check with your state department of public health to learn what specialties are licensed, or otherwise credentialed and regulated, as this varies by state.

· insist on respect for scientific evidence

By definition, CAM extends beyond the bounds of strong scientific evidence- but it should not dismiss the importance of it.  The treatments you receive should be those best supported by evidence.  Conventional and CAM practitioners alike should respect the merits of scientific inquiry.  If your provider does not, you may be in unreliable hands.  
· be integrative; don’t throw out the baby with the bathwater

Some of what is currently in the realm of CAM will one day be validated by scientific study.  Some of what is currently standard conventional practice will one day prove to be misguided, and will be revised.  To get the best possible care, you should thus be open to, and cautious about, conventional medicine and CAM alike.  Go with the best studied therapies when possible, consider the less studied therapies when necessary.  

Human need goes on past the point where scientific evidence runs out.  In this often desperate realm, gullibility is a grave liability.  The key to the successful pursuit of options across the full expanse of integrative care is for both you and your providers to maintain open minds- just not open enough to let your healthy skepticism fall out.
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