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Complementary and Alternative Medicine in Cancer Care
Complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) uses techniques outside
of traditional medical care.

What Is CAM?
Along with the many cancer treatment approaches ranging from sur-
gery and radiation to chemotherapy or immunotherapy, millions of
people seek additional options as CAM. The term complementary
medicine refers to interventions that are not part of conventional medi-
cal care but are delivered alongside, as a complement to them. Alter-
native medicine replaces standard anticancer treatments with other
approaches that may include supplements, diets developed to com-
bat cancer, lifestyle changes, and sometimes other interventions.

There are a broad range of interventions that fall under the realm
of CAM. These may include ancient medicine traditions such as
Ayurvedic or Oriental medicine, acupuncture, Reiki, yoga or medi-
tation, diets, herbs, nutritional supplements, and more.

Why Do Many Patients Favor CAM Approaches?
CAM and conventional medicine are sometimes practiced in tan-
dem as integrative medical care programs; each approach has dis-
tinct strengths. While conventional medicine largely focuses on
proven outcomes as demonstrated by clinical trials, patients may feel
that conventional health care too often leaves physicians and other
health care providers with little time and insufficient attention to
dedicate to other areas in which patients may seek support, par-
ticularly when facing a threat of cancer. Many CAM practitioners can
offer considerable time and focused communication on a patient’s
priorities. CAM also often offers a more holistic approach to a pa-
tient’s life and family, along with a major focus on compassion, qual-
ity of life, and often hope for results more promising than those that
may be offered by standard treatments.

What Are the Potential Limitations of CAM
for Cancer Patients?
Though patients may choose the best individual strategies for them
based on their preferences, it is important to be aware of the limi-
tations of unproven treatments. Particularly when the rationale for
a CAM intervention is based on historical use, laboratory-based re-
search only, or individual case reports rather than careful trials of hu-
man patients, the treatment may fall short of the promise offered.
It is also important for patients to understand that beyond there
being no clinical evidence that anticancer diets and the vast major-
ity of CAM interventions deliver on the hope they may offer, some

treatments described as natural may actually be harmful either alone
or in combination with standard anticancer therapies. Similarly, the
commonly marketed term of a supplement being “immune-
boosting” has no real definition, and none of these supplements has
ever been shown to cure or even help patients live longer or other-
wise do better than they would without them.

Summary
Overall, a broad range of CAM interventions are often favored and
are an appropriate option along with or even potentially instead of
standard anticancer therapy, as long as patients are well informed
and understand the limited evidence supporting them and have
realistic expectations.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION

• https://www.cancer.org/treatment/treatments-and-side-effects
/complementary-and-alternative-medicine.html

• https://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/treatment/cam
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