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In May 2006 a group of scientists and doctors led by Professor 
Michael Baum wrote a letter calling on the NHS to stop 
providing complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) 
[Ref: Times Online]. A further letter a year later restated their 
case [Ref: Times Online]. Their campaign provoked an outcry 
from complementary medicine groups, and the Prince of Wales 
joined those who hit back [Ref: Times Online]. Accusations of 
state-funded ‘witchcraft’ were met by criticism of the arrogant 
superiority of doctors. Both sides agree that because the NHS is 
funded by taxpayers, and the treatments it provides are generally 
free at the point of delivery, the NHS should be accountable for 
the way it spends its money. But while CAM’s supporters see its 
provision as a question of health freedom and fairness, ensuring 
it’s not just available to those who can pay for it privately, its 
detractors say it’s a scandal that public money is being wasted on 
untested and unproven treatments. The NHS provides around 10 
per cent of complementary services in the UK [Ref: BBC Health], 
and a survey of local primary care trusts in England found around 
two-thirds offered complementary medicine services. One reason 
that CAM might be attractive to the NHS is that it is claimed to be 
cheaper than conventional treatments. CAM is also popular, and 
in a system in which patients are increasingly seen as consumers 
with a right to choose their treatments it might seem only right 
that they should be able to choose CAM. In response to a petition 
asking for CAM to be provided alongside conventional medicine, 
the government has said this is up to primary care trusts, but that 
in providing local services trusts could explore this opportunity 
as part of patient choice. Would increased provision of CAM on 
the NHS be something to be welcomed or would it represent a 
betrayal of scientific medicine that must stop? 

CONTENTS INTRODUCTION

Introduction	 1

Key terms	 1

The complementary medicine debate in context	 2

Essential reading	 4

Backgrounders	 5

Organsiations	 5

In the news	 6

http://www.bmj.com/cgi/content/full/319/7211/693
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http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/Professional-resources/Education-resources/Big-Picture/All-issues/Drug-development/Articles/WTX042356.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Randomized_controlled_trial
http://www.bmj.com/cgi/content/full/312/7023/71
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/health/article723787.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article1827553.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/uk/article724527.ece
http://www.bbc.co.uk/health/healthy_living/complementary_medicine/basics_nhs.shtml
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 2 of 7The COMPLEMENTARY MEDICINE debate in context

What is complementary and alternative medicine 
(CAM)?
This umbrella term refers to treatments that differ from 
conventional medicine – medicine based on scientific testing 
that is taught to medical professionals. However, while 
alternative medicine is used in place of conventional medicine, 
complementary medicine is used alongside it. There has been 
a shift towards seeing CAM as a complement rather than an 
alternative. The term integrated (or integrative) medicine is 
used by its advocates to describe use of CAM for which there 
is ‘some high-quality evidence of safety and effectiveness’ 
combined with conventional medicine. Leading examples of CAM 
include homeopathy, osteopathy, acupuncture, hypnotherapy, 
nutritional therapy, massage and reflexology. CAM is often 
practised as part of a holistic approach to medicine, a central 
part of which is the ‘human effect’ of individual treatment [Ref: 
Guardian].

Should all treatments be subject to the same 
standard of proof?
Critics of CAM argue the NHS should only provide treatments 
that are scientifically proven, principally by meeting the gold 
standard of randomised controlled trials. Put bluntly, ‘there 
is no alternative medicine. There is only scientifically proven, 
evidence-based medicine supported by solid data or unproven 
medicine’ [Ref: Journal of the American Medical Association]. 
CAM’s supporters say it suffers from a lack of research into how 
it works – pharmaceutical companies ignore it because they can’t 
make money from it. More fundamentally, they say, it would be 
unfair to expect all treatments to meet the same standard of 

proof. It would result in a ‘medical apartheid’ where treatments 
that cannot be explained by the standard bio-medical model are 
excluded by the NHS, despite all the evidence from patients that 
they work [Ref: BBC News]. Critics do not deny that treatments 
may make people feel better, but where they are effective, as 
may be the case with therapeutic massage, they say this can be 
measured by orthodox science [Ref: RCGP], whereas treatments 
like homeopathy just have a placebo effect. CAM’s supporters 
say the placebo effect is a legitimate treatment, but also want to 
leave open the possibility of alternative explanations for efficacy 
that current science might fail to identify. But critics say that 
prescribing placebos is unethical and that advocates of CAM are 
intellectually dishonest to go on believing in a treatment when it 
lacks evidence.

Homeopathy: ‘worse than witchcraft’ or of proven 
benefit to patients?
Homeopathy is a particular focus of criticism: doctors expressed 
alarm at a new system for its licensing and the NHS has cut back 
on treatments. Because it involves diluting an active ingredient 
in water to such an extent that not one drop of it may remain, 
there seems to be no scientific explanation of how it could work. 
But supporters point to its popularity. They say the evidence is 
not conclusive and because homeopathy relies on individualised 
treatments it’s not suited to assessment through narrow 
conventional scientific trials.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2001/jul/22/health.life
http://jama.ama-assn.org/cgi/content/extract/280/18/1618
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/5007482.stm
https://www.rcgp.org.uk/pdf/TNG_06Autumn_CAM.pdf


NOTES

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

COMPLEMENTARY MEDICINE:
“Complementary and alternative medicine should not be available on the NHS”

© Academy of Ideas Ltd 2009

DEBATING MATTERS
www.debatingmatters.COM

 3 of 7the debate in context continued...

If CAM is unlikely to cause harm to patients, then 
what’s the harm of providing it on the NHS?
Supporters say treatments like St John’s Wort can be not only 
more effective and cheaper than conventional treatments like 
antidepressants, but also have fewer side-effects. Baum, though, 
argues in the case of homeopathy that the safety argument is 
like ‘licensing a witches’ brew as a medicine so long as the bat 
wings are sterile’; money spent on homeopathy would be better 
spent on cancer drugs. But is this, as some suggest, simply a 
patronising and old-fashioned attitude that shows a lack of 
respect for patients?
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Summary and guide to the report 
Christopher Smallwood FreshMinds pp. 8-18 October 2005

The rise and rise of CAM 
Bríd Hehir Spiked March 2001

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/pages/live/articles/health/healthmain.html?in_article_id=387335&in_page_id=1774
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/5007482.stm
http://www.guardian.co.uk/comment/story/0,,2236911,00.html
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php?/site/article/4122/
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/pages/live/articles/health/healthmain.html?in_article_id=451908&in_page_id=1774
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/pages/live/articles/health/healthmain.html?in_article_id=451908&in_page_id=1774
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/pages/live/articles/health/healthmain.html?in_article_id=422017&in_page_id=1774&in_page_id=1774&expand=true
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/pages/live/articles/health/healthmain.html?in_article_id=422017&in_page_id=1774&in_page_id=1774&expand=true
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/pages/live/articles/health/healthmain.html?in_article_id=387522&in_page_id=1774&in_a_source
http://www.alliance-natural-health.org/_docs/ANHwebsiteDoc_262.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2006/sep/04/health.medicineandhealth
http://www.the-cma.org.uk/default.aspx?id=4017
http://observer.guardian.co.uk/nhs/story/0,,573556,00.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/pages/live/articles/health/healthmain.html?in_article_id=387523&in_page_id=1774&in_a_source
https://www.rcgp.org.uk/pdf/TNG_06Autumn_CAM.pdf
https://www.rcgp.org.uk/pdf/TNG_06Autumn_CAM.pdf
http://research.freshminds.co.uk/files/u1/freshminds_report_complimentarymedicine.pdf
http://research.freshminds.co.uk/files/u1/freshminds_report_complimentarymedicine.pdf
http://www.spiked-online.com/Articles/0000000054A6.htm
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http://breast-cancer-research.com/content/9/S2/S10
http://fora.tv/2007/10/27/CAM_Junk_Science_or_Genuine_Alternative
http://www.spiked-online.com/index.php?/site/article/3910/
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article1827553.ece
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6882/7/17
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6882/7/17
http://www.ivy-rose.co.uk/Health/Health-Articles.php?id=1725
http://www.ivy-rose.co.uk/Health/Health-Articles.php?id=1725
http://www.homeopathy-soh.org/whats-new/past-press-releases/documents/PrimarycaretodayAug06.doc
http://www.networks.nhs.uk/forums/printthread.php?s=b28c4d2c4a3af7178a2acbb4e7ef1676&t=1770&page=1&pp=10
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,8125-2193369.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/5007926.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/programmes/breakfast/5007256.stm
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,564-2192740,00.html
http://newsforums.bbc.co.uk/nol/thread.jspa?forumID=1171&edition=1&ttl=20080103202907
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/2006/may/23/theissuesexplained.medicineandhealth
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml;jsessionid=AZVJYDUTOUOQFQFIQMGSFFOAVCBQWIV0?view=BLOGDETAIL&grid=P30&blog=yourview&xml=/news/2006/05/23/ublview23a.xml
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,8122-2191985,00.html
http://www.princeofwales.gov.uk/speechesandarticles/a_speech_by_hrh_the_prince_of_wales_on_integrated_healthcare_64.html
http://www.open2.net/health_socialcare/programme4_transcript.html
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld199900/ldselect/ldsctech/123/12301.htm
http://www.channel4.com/health/microsites/C/comp_medicine/index.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/health/healthy_living/complementary_medicine/
http://healthwatch-uk.org/
vhttp://www.senseaboutscience.org.uk/index.php/site/project/5/http://www.senseaboutscience.org.uk/index.php/site/project/5/http://www.senseaboutscience.org.uk/index.php/site/project/5/http://www.senseaboutscience.org.uk/index.php/site/project/5/http://www.senseaboutscience.org.uk/index.php/site/project/5/http://www.senseaboutscience.org.uk/index.php/site/project/5/http://www.senseaboutscience.org.uk/index.php/site/project/5/
http://www.fih.org.uk/index.html
http://www.homeopathy-soh.org/
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http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article1826561.ece
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/life_and_style/health/article1826561.ece
http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2007/may/23/health.medicineandhealth
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/northern_ireland/6329279.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/london/6179374.stm
http://www.guardian.co.uk/medicine/story/0,,1862554,00.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/main.jhtml?xml=/news/2006/05/23/ucharles.xml
http://www.guardian.co.uk/medicine/story/0,,1781645,00.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,2-2193562,00.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/medicine/story/0,,1781148,00.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/5007118.stm
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,8122-2192360,00.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/england/bristol/4454856.stm
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,8122-1825105,00.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,8122-1814733,00.html
http://www.timesonline.co.uk/article/0,,8122-1813622,00.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/4312780.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/health/4183916.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/4021337.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/wales/3738612.stm
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