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Alpha Omega Labs:  Book Review

Five Steps to Selecting the Best Alternative Medicine  (1996)
A Guide to Complementary and Integrative Health Care

Preface by Bernie Siegel, M.D.

By Mary and Michael Morton

Part I—The Steps

1. Step One: Learn Your Options.  Before you can begin to choose the therapy or practitioner right for you, you must learn the most you can learn about your condition.  The authors provide several steps to empower yourself in the healing process.  They are first not expecting your health care provider to know everything, since new research comes out daily.  Second, if your provider doesn’t like the fact that you are informed, find another one!  Third, realize that good providers want informed patients like you, and next gather as much information as possible without believing everything you find.  Fifth, commit yourself to the work involved, sixth, don’t be daunted by medical terminology.  Next, you need sources for good information.  The authors present seven options: your doctor and other doctors, other patients and friends, libraries, the Internet, medical information organizations, advocacy organizations, and professional and trade organizations.  Provided are ways in which you can take advantage of each of these resources.  Finally, find the answers to these three questions: What are the best treatments available in the world today for my condition?  Are those treatments proven effective?  How do I know this information is reliable?

2. Step Two: Get Good Referrals.  The seven best sources for good referrals are friends, family, and colleagues, local alternative practitioners, local health food stores, support groups, professional associations, alternative health care schools or colleges, and referral services and advertisements.  Included are extensive lists of questions to ask each specific group.  Once you have gotten this information, you are ready to begin to narrow down the list of practitioners you may want to work with.

3. Step Three: Screen the Candidates.  First, you may want to call the clinic and try to get some information without scheduling an appointment.  Doing this can give you an idea of the clinic’s “personality.”  The authors include another extensive listing of possible questions to ask the clinic staff, including questions about the personality of the practitioner, fees, appointment length, certification, and techniques.

4. Step Four: Interview the Provider.  Before you meet your potential practitioner, ask yourself what kind of personality you need in a health care provider.  Look for corresponding characteristics in the provider you interview.  Some of the strategies included in this chapter for evaluating the provider are trusting your intuition, being comfortable and frank, pacing the interview, and listening.  Don’t forget to ask questions about what your treatment will involve, side effects, and cost.  To decide if this practitioner is right for you, ask yourself if he or she answered your questions to your satisfaction, gave you a comforting feeling, and if you believe they can help you.

5. Step Five: Form a Partnership.  The authors suggest that you should regard your treatment as a partnership instead of a hierarchy between patient and practitioner.  The cornerstones to this are mutual respect and caring, honest communication, a shared commitment to healing, and a treatment contract.  But consider four more points in selecting your partner as well: your practitioner is a professional, and thus held to certain tenets.  Also, your wellness may dictate how well you are able to relate to your practitioner, and this partnership requires “give and take.”  Finally, remember that you can bring care into the relationship even if you do not feel cared for.  

Part II—The Five Licensed Systems of Alternative Medicine

6. The M.D. As an Alternative Practitioner.  There are a set of guidelines that good physicians act on, suggest the authors, and four of them are treating the patient with dignity, continually seeking to improve their medical skill, recognizing the patient’s part in choosing therapy, and the obligation to determine the efficacy of a treatment.  Next, the authors examine the four most popular ways that M.D.s package themselves, and point out health conditions that respond best to an M.D. using alternative medicine.  These mostly encompass chronic health conditions and end-stage illnesses.  Finally, the authors present specific ways to apply their five steps to M.D.s as alternative practitioners, insurance and cost issues, and what to expect.

7. Traditional Chinese Medicine.  First, the authors present the basis of Chinese medicine, which are the ideas that balance of yin and yang are essential, and that the unrestricted transport of chi energy throughout the body is essential.  Next, they explain the major treatments, including acupuncture, acupressure, cupping
, herbal medicine, moxibustion
, nutrition and diet, remedial massage, and Qigong
.  Areas of the body that respond best include those of the respiratory system, eye, mouth, throat, teeth, gastrointestinal system, and neurological system.  Again, the close of the chapter presents information about how to put the five steps to work, what to expect, and insurance and cost information.

8. Naturopathic Medicine.  Naturopathic doctors focus on first utilizing the powers of nature, doing no harm, finding the cause, treating the whole person, and using preventative medicine.  Their main treatments are clinical nutrition, hydrotherapy
, homeopathy, herbs, Chinese medicine, natural childbirth, counseling and stress management, minor surgery, Ayurvedic medicine
, and physical medicine
.  Illnesses that respond best include women’s health issues, inflammations, infections, and degenerative illnesses.  Following explanations of these treatments are the authors’ guide to applying their five steps, cost, and so on.

9. Chiropractic Medicine.  Chiropractors believe that the body can heal itself if allowed to seek homeostasis, that the nervous system affects the whole body, that joint dysfunction may affect the musculoskeletal system, and that treatment relies on manual and physiological procedures.  Chiropractors, according to their adopted school of thought, may use methods like chiropractic manipulation, herbs, heat and cold therapy, traction
, or immobilizing therapies
.  Lower back pain usually responds most favorably to chiropractic treatment.  The authors also provide the essential chapter-closing information about putting the five steps to work, what to expect, costs, and insurance.

10. Osteopathic Medicine.  The seven tenets of osteopathic medicine are a holistic perspective, interdependent structure and function, blood circulation, homeostasis, the body’s ability to heal itself, somatic function preceding disease, and the value of teaching prevention.  Practitioners may use osteopathic manipulations including thrust techniques, cranial techniques, muscle energy, or myofacial release
.  An osteopathic practitioner may also include diet and exercise regimens in treatment.  Illnesses that respond best are headaches, back and neck pain, or injuries.  

Critical Interpretation

     This book is a very comprehensive, detailed guide designed to best help patients choose applicable, reliable alternative therapies.  Part of the book serves to point out that alternative therapy has been around for centuries, and that much of it is much more “established” than we might think.  After the book’s References, there are thorough lists of Organizations, Support Groups, and Treatment Programs, Medical and Health Information Service Organizations, and Alternative Medicine Internet Resources.  Preceding each of the final five chapters of the book is a series of “factoids” about the chapter subject.  For example, preceding chapter six is the fact that almost one third of medical schools now offer courses in alternative medicine, including Harvard, Yale, and Johns Hopkins.  Not only are more medical doctors learning alternative techniques, but more organizations are setting standards for licensing and practicing. 

      As mentioned in the chapter summaries, the book first presents five steps to choosing a practitioner, and then applies those five steps to each of the represented alternative systems.  The authors even list price ranges for treatments, include the names of progressive insurance companies that will cover costs, and detail what may happen during the office visit.  Based solely on this text, it would not be unreasonable to suppose that a person could find most of the resources they need for finding a suitable practice, finding out about the practitioner, and educating themselves about what happens in between.  It’s a smart, detailed resource centered on relaying practical information, and therefore could potentially be the most important book for those unsure of navigating in “alternative” waters.

DO:

· Educate yourself about your illness as much as possible.

· Commit to your health through making intelligent choices about treatments, practitioners, and results.

· Ask questions about everything.

· Make sure you understand everything before signing a contract.

· Trust your intuition.  Chances are that if a treatment feels wrong to you, it is wrong.

DON’T:

· Assume that your practitioner is “above” you.  The relationship should be more of a partnership.

· Submit to any sort of treatment or remedy that “seems” wrong.

· Forget to check if your practitioner is licensed and reputable.

· Be intimidated by anyone.  You are in charge of your health.

· Be discouraged if one therapy doesn’t work for you.  Seek out the one your body requires.
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� The act of placing warmed cups at acupuncture points on the body to focus warmth there.


� This is acupuncture accented by the herb “moxa,” which can be burned directly on the body or twisted onto acupuncture needles to focus heat.


� A physical fitness regimen designed to enhance chi flow.


� Treatment involving treating the skin to alternately hot and cold temperatures in order to stimulate blood vessels.


� An Indian discipline focusing on the vital energy “prana.”


� Physically manipulating the muscles to achieve a desired effect.


� Stretching the spine to relieve pressure elsewhere.


� Limiting or stopping movement of an injured joint by taping, wrapping, or splinting.


� The thrust technique can be used to “thrust” the spine back into place.  Cranial techniques involve actually moving the cranial bones.  Muscle energy is the simple utilization of said energy by the patient to improve range of movement, and myofacial release loosens “fixed” muscles around tissue.
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