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In this essay, I argue that the concept of ‘integrative
medicine’ is unnecessary and harmful to the practice of
modern, scientifically based medicine (which I will refer
to as ‘conventional medicine’). I write from the perspective
of a basic scientist who has taught a course on alternative
medicine to medical students for more than 10 years. My
position in this course is that medicine should use only
those methods that have been shown to be safe and effective.
Most so-called ‘alternative’ or ‘complementary’ therapies
do not meet these criteria and thus should not be included
in the practice of medicine.

A typical definition of ‘integrative medicine’ is given
by Maizes et al (2002, p 852):

Integrative medicine is defined as healing-oriented
medicine that reemphasizes the relationship between
patient and physician, and integrates the best of
complementary and alternative medicine with the best
of conventional medicine.

But insofar as conventional medicine consists of methods
that are scientifically plausible and backed by evidence,'
while most methods of complementary and alternative
medicine (CAM) lack one or both of these characteristics,
a merger of the two worlds is most likely to work to
the disadvantage of the patient and to the detriment of
medicine.

Playing with words

There is some semantic sleight-of-hand going on here.
By referring to ‘integrative’ medicine, proponents are
assuming that which they need to demonstrate — that their
non-standard methods are worthwhile. As pointed out
by Reisser et al (2001, p 19), ‘integrative implies — and
in a subtle way, perhaps mandates — the partnership and
blending of equally valid methodologies’. But conventional
and alternative approaches are not equally valid; the latter
have not been shown to be safe and effective (indeed, many
have been shown to be ineffective), and many alternative
approaches are irrational. Indeed, even some proponents
acknowledge that ‘at present, integrative medicine is largely
market-driven and spans the spectrum from evidence-
based practices that benefit patients and carry little risk to
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