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Program time

Approximately 30 minutes

Learning objectives

Participants in this activity will be able to:

• Explain the difference between comple-

mentary and alternative medicine (CAM) 

• Name three types of medicines/treat-

ments that are considered CAM 

• Describe why it is important for healthcare 

providers to know what alternative medi-

cines a patient is taking 

Preparation

• Review the material on pp. 1–4

• Duplicate the CNA Professor insert for 

participants

• Gather equipment for participants (e.g., an 

attendance sheet, pencils, etc.)

Method

1. Place a copy of CNA Professor and a 
pencil at each participant’s seat 

2. Conduct the questionnaire as a pretest 
or, if participants’ reading skills are 
limited, as an oral posttest 

3. Present the program material 

4. Review the questionnaire

5. Discuss the answers

Program Prep Complementary Therapies and 
Alternative Medicine
CAM—alternative medicine, or complementary and alternative medi-
cine—is the term used for medical products and practices that are not 
part of “standard care.” Standard care, also known as Western medi-
cine, is what medical doctors and health professionals, such as RNs and 
physical therapists, practice.

Alternative medicine refers to treatment options used in place of the 
conventional medicine that is provided in standard care. Complemen-
tary medicine refers to nonstandard treatments that can be used along 
with standard ones.

In this lesson, you will learn about the differences between alternative 
and complementary medicine, as well as the various types of CAM, 
including natural products, mind and body medicine, and manipulative 
and body-based practices.

We will also cover safety concerns regarding CAM use and explain how 
CAM differs from standard care.

Many people swear by CAM treatments and medications. The claims 
that CAM treatment providers make about their benefits can sound 
promising. However, researchers do not know how safe many CAM 
treatments are or how well they work. Research is still underway to 
determine the safety and usefulness of many CAM practices. Some 
interfere with mainstream practices, which can be very dangerous. The 
boundaries between CAM and standard care are often blurred, and 
specific CAM practices may, over time, become widely accepted.

A focus on safety

“But it’s natural,” says the resident. That expression is often used to 
describe an alternative or complementary treatment. It may be natural, 
but CNAs must understand that natural does not equal safe. To keep 
residents safe, CNAs must know what different types of alternative 

Answer Key

1. b. 

2. c. 

3. d. 

4. a. 

5. a. 

6. c. 

7. d. 

8. a. 

9. c. 

10. b.
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• Mind and body medicine

• Manipulative and body-based practices

Although these categories are not formally defined, 
they are useful for discussing CAM practices. Note 
that some CAM practices may fit into more than one 
category.

Who uses CAM?

About 50% of physicians in the United States have 
used some form of CAM and believe it is helpful. 
Unfortunately, some are not willing to learn about 
CAM practices. They take the position that CAM 
probably will not help, but it can’t hurt. Some health-
care facilities have specialized CAM units. The gov-
ernment does comprehensive health studies every five 
years. The most recent information is from 2012. It 
revealed that about one third of the population uses 
CAM. Use increases with age, with persons over age 
50 using the most. 

A joint survey between American Association of 
Retired Persons (AARP) and the National Center for 
Complementary and Alternative Medicine (NCCAM) 
revealed that 53% of the respondents over age 50 had 
used CAM at some time. Thirty-seven percent of the 
respondents had used an herbal product during the 
past 12 months. Fifty-eight percent of the persons in 

medicines involve and why they would be used. As a 
group, discuss ways that a resident might use alterna-
tive medicine, including ways it could help or harm 
him or her.

Defining CAM

First let’s define the types of medicine that are consid-
ered a deviation from standard care. 

• Alternative medicine: The use of CAM in place 
of conventional medicine. 

• Complementary medicine: The use of CAM to-
gether with conventional medicine, such as using 
acupuncture in addition to usual care to help re-
lieve pain. Most use of CAM by Americans is 
complementary. 

• Integrative medicine: Combines treatments from 
conventional medicine and CAM for which there 
is some high-quality evidence of safety and effec-
tiveness. It is also called integrated medicine. Ex-
amples of integrative practices include dance 
therapy, meditation, music therapy, prayer, relax-
ation, and spirituality. 

Types of CAM

CAM practices are often grouped into broad catego-
ries, which include:

• Natural products
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this age group discussed the use of CAM with their 
physician. The reasons given for not discussing CAM 
use with the physician were: 

• The person did not know they should bring it up 

• The physician didn’t ask 

Many of your residents are in the over-age-50 group. 
Stay alert to the products and modalities they are using 
and keep the person’s nurse informed. Do not assume 
the nurse is aware of the CAM regime. You are the 
person who is most familiar with your residents’ 
routines.

Natural products

This area of CAM includes use of a variety of herbal 
medicines (also known as botanicals), vitamins, 
minerals, and other “natural products.” They are sold 
as tablets, capsules, powders, teas, extracts, and fresh 
or dried plants. While some of these products have 
proven benefits, some can cause health problems, some 
are not effective, and some may interact with other 
drugs the resident is taking.

Many are sold over the counter as dietary supplements. 
Note, however, that some uses of dietary supple-
ments—for example, taking a multivitamin to meet 
minimum daily nutritional requirements or taking 
calcium to promote bone health—are not considered 
CAM if they have been recommended or prescribed by 
a physician.

Megadoses

A megadose is 10 times the recommended amount of a 
supplement for daily personal use. Some experts 
suggest that doses this high are no longer supplements 
but drugs. Megadoses are especially dangerous. A 
person who suddenly stops taking them may become 
very ill because the body is used to having the product 
present in abnormal amounts. When the substance is 
no longer available, the body may go into a form of 
withdrawal or chemical shock.

Megadoses can also cause inaccurate values for numer-

ous lab tests. For example, megadoses of vitamin C can 
make it appear that a person is diabetic. It can also 
cause elevated uric acid and cholesterol, and make it 
appear as if there is blood in the stool. Vitamin A is 
necessary for good vision. However, taken in high 
doses it can cause blindness and liver failure. Beta-
carotene is the chemical parent of vitamin A. This is 
the substance that causes carrots to be orange in color. 
When taken in megadoses, a person’s skin can turn 
orange and make it appear as if he or she is jaundiced. 
Jaundice is always a severe condition that requires a 
complete medical workup. The skin color caused by 
beta-carotene is harmless, but the physician may be 
unaware that the person is taking the supplement. 
Toxic effects of megadoses have been identified for the 
majority of vitamins.

Herbs are medications. They include flowering plants, 
shrubs, trees, moss, fern, algae, seaweed, and fungus. 
Herbs can be especially dangerous if taken incorrectly. 
Many react negatively with medicinal drugs. They can 
cause life-threatening complications when taken with 
heart drugs. Ginkgo biloba and St. John’s wort are 
especially risky. Some herbs can increase the potency 
of traditional medications, whereas others can 
decrease the potency. Herb-drug interactions can 
cause problems with blood clotting, liver enzymes, and 
abnormal electrocardiograms. All are very serious 
conditions.

Some react negatively with anesthesia, causing side 
effects and interactions, as well as complications 
during surgery. It is essential that all your physicians 
know if you are taking herbal supplements.

CAM natural products also include probiotics, live 
microorganisms (usually bacteria) that are similar to 
microorganisms normally found in the human diges-
tive tract and that may have beneficial effects. Probiot-
ics are available in foods (e.g., yogurts) or as dietary 
supplements. They are not the same as prebiotics, 
which are indigestible food ingredients that selectively 
stimulate the growth and/or activity of microorganisms 
already present in the body. According to the National 
Center for Complementary and Integrative Health, the 
most commonly used natural product among adults is 
fish oil/omega-3s.
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The federal government regulates dietary supplements 
primarily through the FDA. That said, the regulations 
for dietary supplements are not the same as those for 
prescription or over-the-counter drugs. In general, the 
regulations for dietary supplements are less strict. For 
example, a manufacturer does not have to prove the 
safety and effectiveness of a dietary supplement before 
it is marketed. Harmful ingredients have been found in 
some supplements. Most of these have been manufac-
tured outside the United States.

Once a dietary supplement is on the market, the FDA 
monitors safety and product information (label claims 
and package inserts), and the Federal Trade Commis-
sion monitors advertising. Manufacturers are not 
permitted to make claims of specific cures such as 
“This product cures cancer” or “This product will help 
you lose 50 pounds in a month.”

Mind and body medicine

Mind and body medicine focuses on the interactions 
among the brain, mind, body, and behavior, with the 
intent to use the mind to affect physical functioning 
and promote health. Many CAM practices embody 
this concept in different ways.

• Meditation techniques: This includes specific 
postures, focused attention, or an open attitude 
toward distractions. People use meditation to in-
crease calmness and relaxation, improve psycho-
logical balance, cope with illness, or enhance 
overall health and well-being.

• Yoga: The various styles of yoga used for health 
purposes typically combine physical postures, 
breathing techniques, and meditation or relax-
ation. People use yoga as part of a general health 
regimen, and also for a variety of health 
conditions.

• Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM): A com-
plete health system that has been used for many 
thousands of years. It has changed very little over 
time. TCM practitioners treat the vital life forces 
that flow through the body. Disease results from 
an imbalance in the energies that make up the 
life force, called the ying and yang. The TCM 
doctor’s goal is to restore the balance between 

the internal body organs and the external ele-
ments of earth, fire, water, wood, and metal. 
Forms of treatment include acupuncture, moxi-
bustion (burning herbal leaves on or near the 
body), cupping (use of warm glass jars to create 
suction on certain points of the body), movement, 
concentration exercises, massage, and herbal 
remedies.

• Acupuncture: This is the practice of inserting 
thin needles into the body at specific points to 
improve health and well-being. It originated in 
China more than 2,000 years ago. American 
practices of acupuncture incorporate medical tra-
ditions from China, Japan, Korea, and other 
countries. In the United States, the best-known 
type involves putting hair-thin metallic needles 
into the skin.

Acupuncture is considered to be a part of mind and 
body medicine, but it is also a component of energy 
medicine, manipulative and body-based practices,  
and TCM.

Research has shown that acupuncture reduces nausea 
and vomiting after surgery and chemotherapy. It can 
also relieve pain. Researchers don’t fully understand 
how acupuncture works. It might aid the activity of 
your body’s pain-killing chemicals. It also might affect 
how you release chemicals that regulate blood pressure 
and flow. This lack of understanding is a common 
theme in the use of CAM.

Other examples of mind and body practices include 
deep-breathing exercises, guided imagery, hypnother-
apy, progressive relaxation, qigong, and tai chi.

Manipulative and body-based practices

Manipulative and body-based practices focus primarily 
on the structures and systems of the body, including 
the bones and joints, soft tissues, and circulatory and 
lymphatic systems. Two commonly used therapies fall 
within this category: spinal manipulation and chiro-
practic care.
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Spinal manipulation

This therapy is practiced by healthcare professionals 
such as chiropractors, osteopathic physicians, naturo-
pathic physicians, physical therapists, and some medi-
cal doctors.

Chiropractic care

At one time, chiropractic care was considered an 
alternative treatment. It is now a recognized part of 
mainstream care.

It takes a different approach from standard medicine 
in treating health problems. Chiropractors believe the 
nervous system must function properly for good health. 
They do not prescribe drugs. Their practice is based on 
the premise that nerves run through the spinal cord, so 
the vertebrae must be in good alignment. Chiropractic 
adjustments are done to relieve pressure on nerves, 
muscles, and joints. Some chiropractors have expanded 
their practice to include acupuncture, electrical stimu-
lation, and other modalities. Most promote good 
nutrition, diet, and exercise to maintain good health.

The basic concepts of chiropractic care are:

• Your body has a powerful self-healing ability

• Your body’s structure (mainly the spine) and its 
function are related

• The goal of chiropractic therapy is to normalize 
this relationship

Chiropractic professionals are doctors of chiropractic, 
or DCs. They use a type of hands-on therapy called 
chiropractic adjustment. They use their hands to apply 
controlled pressure to the spine. Chiropractic care 
focuses mainly on the spine and involves many very 
fine maneuvers to prevent interruptions in nerve flow. 
Many people visit chiropractors for treatment of 
headaches and back pain.

Osteopathic medicine

Many people think osteopathic medicine is an alterna-
tive practice, but it is fully accepted as a form of 
mainstream medicine. A doctor of osteopathy (DO) 

receives a complete medical education similar to that 
of a medical doctor (MD). The DO can perform 
surgery, deliver babies, and specialize in any area of 
medical practice. In addition, he or she learns how to 
provide osteopathic manipulative treatment (OMT), a 
treatment that involves a passive, thrusting motion to 
manipulate the spine and restore normal movement, 
flow of oxygen, and removal of waste.

OMT is used in combination with regular medical 
treatment and is considered a routine part of osteo-
pathic care. For example, if a resident is at risk of 
venous ulcers due to poor circulation in the legs, the 
physician will prescribe a drug to improve circulation 
and use OMT to enhance the flow of oxygen and blood 
through the body. This will reduce the risk of venous 
ulcers.

Osteopathic medicine versus chiropractic care

Chiropractic and osteopathic treatments are not the 
same. Chiropractic care involves many very fine 
maneuvers of the spine to ensure the nerve flow is not 
interrupted. The osteopathic physician focuses on the 
movement of air (oxygen) and fluid within the body by 
relieving pressure on the muscles and joints and 
ensures tissues are nourished with oxygen and wastes 
are removed in body fluids. The osteopathic physician 
uses OMT as part of regular medical care. The chiro-
practor uses spinal adjustments. Because of this, the 
DO has a wider scope of practice.

• Massage therapy: This therapy encompasses ma-
ny different techniques. In general, therapists 
press, rub, and otherwise manipulate the muscles 
and other soft tissues of the body. People use 
massage for a variety of health-related purposes, 
including to relieve pain, rehabilitate sports inju-
ries, reduce stress, increase relaxation, address 
anxiety and depression, and aid general 
well-being.

A note about safety and effectiveness

It is important to recognize that CAM therapies often 
lack the rigorous, well-designed clinical trials that 
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standard care therapies undergo. Therefore, the safety 
and effectiveness of many CAM therapies are 
uncertain.

As with any medical treatment, there can be risks with 
CAM therapies. Approximately one in five individuals 
who takes prescription medications also takes herbal 
preparations, high-dose megavitamins, or both. One 
expert estimates that 15 million people who take herbs 
may be at risk for potential adverse interactions 
between their prescription medications and the herbal 
products.

Residents interested in using CAM are encouraged to 
take the following general precautions to help mini-
mize possible risks:

• Select CAM practitioners with care. Find out 
about the practitioner’s training and experience.

• Tell all of your healthcare providers about any 
CAM practices you use. Give them a full picture 
of what you do to manage your health. This will 
help ensure coordinated and safe care.

The CNA’s role

Although many people use different types of CAM for 
their health, it is important to understand whether it is 
right for your resident. Often it is, but sometimes 
residents will be given something that could interfere 
with their treatment plan or other medications they are 

taking. Natural products present the biggest problem, 
as they can be purchased over the counter. 

The CNA’s role may include: 

• Be aware. Some dietary supplements may inter-
act with medications or other supplements, may 
have side effects of their own, or may contain po-
tentially harmful ingredients not listed on the la-
bel. Make sure you are alert and pay attention to 
any medication-type products that residents are 
taking. Make sure the nurse is aware. 

• Observe and report. As a CNA, it is your job to 
observe residents. Do you notice medication-type 
products in the facility? Is the resident taking 
them? Did the family bring the resident some-
thing that looks like medication? If you question 
the resident, he or she may simply say, “Don’t 
worry, it’s natural!” but it’s still important to re-
port anything out of the ordinary to your 
supervisor. 

• Have an open mind. Not everyone thinks alter-
native medicine is a feasible substitute for stan-
dard care, but many people do. If your resident  
is taking alternative medicine that is approved  
by his or her primary care physician, then it  
may be a safe and effective way of getting the 
care the resident needs. Make sure you help  
them with their alternative medicine the same 
way you would if it was a more standard type  
of medicine. 
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Complementary Therapies and Alternative Medicines

Directions: Read each question carefully, then determine the best answer. Check the corresponding box on 
your answer sheet. Do not write on this posttest.

1.  Alternative medicine is the use of CAM together with conventional medicine, such as using acu-
puncture in addition to usual care to help lessen pain.

a.  True

b.  False

2.  Which is not a category of CAM practices?

a.  Natural products

b.  Mind and body medicine

c.  Witchcraft

d.  Manipulative and body-based practices

3.  What is the most commonly used natural product among adults?

a.  St. John’s wort

b.  Ginkgo biloba

c.  Aspirin

d.  Fish oil/omega-3s

4.  The regulations for dietary supplements are not the same as those for prescription or over-the-
counter drugs.

a. True

b. False

5.  The practice of inserting thin needles into the body at specific points to improve health and well-
being is called ________.

a. acupuncture

b. spinal manipulation

c. yoga

d. standard care

Quiz
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6.  If you were going to get a spinal adjustment, which kind of practitioner would you be seeing?

a.  RN

b.  Oncologist

c.  Chiropractor

d.  TCM practitioner

7.  People use massage for a variety of health-related purposes, including ________.

a.  to relieve pain

b.  to address anxiety and depression

c.  to increase relaxation

d.  all of the above

8.  It is important to tell all of your healthcare providers about any CAM practices you use.

a.  True

b.  False

9.  Manipulative and body-based practices focus on ____________.

a.  the use of natural products

b.  tai chi

c.  structures and systems of the body

d.  meditation

10.  CAM practices are widely accepted and are used by about 66% of the U.S. population.

a.  True

b.  False

Quiz


