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Lessons from Integrative Medicine: 
Sometimes Less Really is More 
 







The intense current 
interest in 
complementary and 
integrative health   
reflects, in part,  
patient  dissatisfactions 
with mainstream 
medicine. 



Is there a simpler way? 
 
Is there a ‘natural’ way’? 
 
Can we avoid drugs? 
 
Can I foster the healing process myself? 
 
 



Quirky ideas 
• Physical resistance training is good for people recovering from major 

physical trauma:    Joseph Pilates, 1915 
 

• Relaxation and breathing techniques help with pain of childbirth:  
     Ferand Lamaze 1940 
 

• Breast feeding is good for babies:  
      Edwina Froelich, La Leche League founder  1950’s 
 

• Extensive palliative support, and reduced medical interventions 
benefit dying patients:   

      Saunders, Wald, Kubler-Ross 1960’s 

 



Examples: 

Pain management 
 
 
Cancer screening 
 

 



Pain management: 

 



Cancer screening: 

The price of imprecision 
 



Bleyer A and Welch HG. Effect of Three Decades of Screening 
Mammography on Breast-Cancer Incidence. N Engl J Med 2012; 
367:1998-2005. 

Use of Screening 
Mammography and 

Incidence of Stage-specific 
Breast Cancer in the United 

States, 1976-2008 



Use of Screening Mammography and Incidence of Stage-specific 
Breast Cancer in the United States, 1976-2008 

Screening, begun in the ‘80’s, resulted in a tripling of the rate 
of diagnosis of  breast cancer . 
 
“Unfortunately, the number of women in the United States 
who present with distant disease, only 25% of whom survive 
for 5 years, appears not to have been affected by screening.” 

 
“We estimate that breast cancer was overdiagnosed (i.e. 
tumors were detected that would never have led to clinical 
symptoms) in 1.3 million U.S. women in the past 30 years.”
  

Bleyer A and Welsh HG. NEJM 2012 



David L. Sackett, OC, MD, FRSC, FRCP 



Volume 312:71, January1996 

David L Sackett, William M C Rosenberg, J A Muir Gray, R Brian Haynes, W Scott Richardson 



“The practice of evidence based medicine means integrating individual 
clinical expertise with the best available external clinical evidence from 
systematic research. …” 
 
“By individual clinical expertise we mean… the more thoughtful 
identification and compassionate use of individual patients’ 
predicaments, rights and preferences.” 



patients’ predicaments  
 
patients’ rights   
 
patients’ preferences 



 
 Evidence-based  
  health care 



 
Our starting point is with the patients’ 
predicaments 
 
 The importance of evidence 
 
  The challenge of truth telling 
 
 The challenge of misinformation 
 
 
 
 



Bringing patients into the research planning 
process 
• Information that patients value may go beyond the questions that 

trials typically try to answer; 
• Patients remind researchers of quality of life issues: “I would never 

enroll in a trial like that.” 



Recommendation 2: For patients with chronic low back pain, 
clinicians and patients should initially select 
nonpharmacologic treatment with exercise, acupuncture, 
mindfulness-based stress reduction, tai chi, yoga… 



Strong recommendation 
 
Weak or moderate quality evidence 



BENEFIT 

Usual Care Time and 
attention 
control 

New 
intervention 



Responses to Questions about the Likelihood That Chemotherapy Will Have an Effect, According to the Type of 
Effect and Diagnosis. 

Weeks JC et al. N Engl J Med 2012;367:1616-
1625. 



Odds Ratios for an Inaccurate Response to 
Questions about the Likelihood of Cure with 

Chemotherapy. 



 
• Truth telling 

 
 



As of November 5th, 
424 cases 
31 deaths 



Pain 
assessment 
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Our starting point is with the 
patients’ predicaments 
 
The importance of evidence 
 
The challenge of truth telling 
 
The challenge of misinformation 
 
 
 
 



 
 



 







Public Information and Communications 





Maternal and Child Health Journal 
study: 
 
Children who received care from CAM 
providers were substantially less likely to 
get recommended immunizations and 
more likely to be diagnosed with a 
vaccine-preventable disease  



National Center for Complementary  
and Integrative Health 
 

Clearinghouse: 1-888-644-6226 
Web site: nccih.nih.gov 
Twitter: @NIH_NCCIH 
 
 



Hierarchy of Evidence 
 

 
Guidelines  

Systematic reviews 

Rigorous human studies 

Basic biological understanding 
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