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Become an Informed Consumer of Alternative Medicine 
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Professor of Public Health 

Weill Cornell Medical College-Q 
 

Are you considering alternative medicine for a health problem? Are you 
frustrated by a lack of information concerning its safety and standards of care?  
The decision to use alternative medicine is an important one. Here are some 
simple steps you can take to help you arrive at the right decision. 
 
Educate Yourself  
Take the time to educate yourself about the limitations and benefits of the alternative 
therapies you are considering. There is sufficient evidence, for example, to support the 
use of a) acupuncture for chronic musculoskeletal pain, arthritis and headache b) 
hypnosis for cancer pain and nausea, and the use of c) mind/body techniques such as 
relaxation and biofeedback for pain, insomnia and anxiety. Self-care approaches, such as 
meditation and yoga are generally safe.  There are many therapies, however, that have 
little to offer, or might even be harmful to patients. Coffee enemas, ozone therapy and 
megadoses of vitamins are examples of such therapies.  
 
Understand the Nature of the Health Problem 
Make sure you undergo a complete evaluation to arrive at a conventional diagnosis. If a 
diagnosis cannot be made, the evaluation is equally important because it rules out 
commonly occurring and well-defined clinical problems.  A conventional work up using 
the latest technology gives the most valuable diagnostic information. It helps identify the 
nature of the problem. Other methods of diagnosis, such as those used by traditional 
Chinese medicine and energy healers may be included so long as they are based on the 
standards of safety and reliability.   
 
Treating a patient with an alternative therapy based just on symptoms without a 
conventional workup delays diagnosis and is not without risk. I once had a patient who 
insisted on alternative therapies for her problem of low back pain. The patient had not 
seen  her own doctor. After the work up, she was found to have metatstatic cancer of the 
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lower back. Clearly, the use of any alternative therapy alone, in a situation like hers, 
would have resulted in the loss of valuable time and the opportunity to receive 
potentially effective treatments.  
 
The risks, limitations and benefits of alternative medicine approaches under 
consideration should be assessed and discussed with the doctor. The use of herbal 
supplements requires professional guidance.  
 
Define the Treatment Objectives 
Alternative therapies can help with symptoms. The objectives of the treatment plan such 
should be discussed and understood. Examples of such objectives might include pain 
control with acupuncture, improvement of psychological function with mind/body 
techniques such hypnosis or yoga, or even improvement of energy levels with nutritional 
supplements and physical activity.  
 
Make sure that that the doctor/health care professional providing the alternative 
medicine communicates with your primary care/treating doctor about the progress you 
make with the treatments.  
 
Assess the Knowledge and Skills of the Practitioner 
Ensure that the practitioner providing care demonstrates adequate knowledge of and skill 
in the therapies under consideration. Talk to your doctor about the use of alternative 
medicine. If your doctor is not familiar with the therapy you are considering, have him 
refer you to another practitioner who is. Doctors trained in complementary and 
alternative medicine  can be located through local hospitals,  licensing boards or 
departments of health.  
 
The demand for alternative therapies is strong and growing. A new evidence-based 
integrative approach to disease and health management is beginning to emerge. Such an 
approach makes available to you both conventional and evidence-based alternative 
modalities that best serve your interest.  
 
The medical information in this article is provided as an information resource only, and is not 
to be used or relied on for any diagnostic or treatment purposes. This information is not 
intended to be patient education, does not create any patient-physician relationship, and should 
not be used as a substitute for professional diagnosis and treatment. If you have or suspect that 
you have a medical problem or condition, please contact your physician. 
 

Ends 
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NOTES TO EDITORS 
 
Established in partnership with Qatar Foundation, WCMC-Q is part of the Weill 
Medical College of Cornell University, the first American institution to offer its M.D. 
degree overseas.  WCMC-Q offers a complete and integrated educational program, 
comprising the two-year Pre-medical Program, followed by the four-year Medical 
Program, with teaching by Cornell faculty.  There are separate admission processes for 
each Program, guided by the standards of admission in use at Cornell University in 
Ithaca, and its Medical College in New York City.   
Website:  www.qatar-weill.cornell.edu 
 
 
About Qatar Foundation for Education, Science and Community Development 
Founded in 1995 by His Highness Sheikh Hamad Bin Khalifa Al Thani, Emir of Qatar, 
and chaired by Her Highness Sheikha Mozah Bint Nasser Al Missned, Qatar Foundation 
is a private, non-profit organization committed to the principle that a nationÕs greatest 
natural resource is its people.  
 
The headquarters of Qatar Foundation are located within its flagship project, Education 
City, a fourteen million square-meter campus which hosts numerous progressive 
learning institutions and centers of research, including branch campuses of five of the 
worldÕs leading universities, plus a cutting-edge research and development center. Qatar 
Foundation also works to enhance the quality of life in Qatar by investing in community 
health and development. 
 
For more information please visit: http://www.qf.org.qa/ 


