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Introduction

A diagnosis of cancer can be overwhelming. You have many choices to make before, 
during, and after your cancer treatment. Many people will accept the advice of their doctor 
and seek the best conventional cancer treatment. However, some may be thinking about 
Complementary and Alternative Medicine. We call this CAM, for short.

You will probably receive lots of advice and information about cancer treatments and 
remedies, new or old. It may come from many sources – doctors, friends, family, 
colleagues, the internet, pamphlets, magazines, books, etc.. There is a lot of information 
available, and new methods for treating cancer are always being tested, so it may be hard 
to know where to start. Many people try CAM therapies during cancer care. CAM does not 
work for everyone, but some methods may help you manage stress, nausea, pain, or other 
symptoms or side effects.

There is much we do not know about CAM. We are learning about CAM therapies every 
day. Consumers may use the terms "natural," "holistic," "home remedy," or "Eastern 
medicine" to refer to CAM. Using the term “complementary” when meaning “alternative” or 
vice versa can be a source of misunderstanding and conflict. A therapy is alternative when 
it is used instead of conventional therapy. A therapy is complementary when it is used in 
addition to conventional therapy.

We hope the information from this booklet will answer some of the questions you may 
have. It only serves as a guide and its contents are not to be taken as medical advice. It is 
important to talk to your doctor before you try anything new. This will help ensure that 
nothing gets in the way of your cancer treatment. 

If you find this booklet helpful, share it with your family and 
friends. And if you have any queries about the contents of 
this book or if there is any information you are seeking that 
is not covered here, please contact the Cancer Helpline 
at 6225 5655 for more information. 

Other cancer information booklets are also available from 
the National Cancer Centre Singapore, Cancer Education 
and Information Services. Contact the Cancer Helpline 
to request for a copy. For electronic versions of this    and 
other booklets, please visit National Cancer Centre 
Singapore’s website: www.nccs.com.sg
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What is 
Conventional, 
Complementary 
and Alternative 
Medicine?

When cancer is first diagnosed there is often little time or 
energy for thought. Apart from dealing with the emotional 
impact of the diagnosis, people with cancer also have to 
make a decision about the type of treatment they need. It's natural to want to fight your 
cancer in any way you can. There is a lot of information available, and new methods for 
treating cancer are always being tested, so it may be hard to know where to start.

Cancer treatment falls broadly into three categories: -
• Conventional or Mainstream treatment
• Complementary therapy
• Alternative therapy

Conventional or Mainstream Treatment
Conventional cancer treatment is the standard medical treatment for cancer. This 

Complementary Therapy
Complementary therapy is used along with standard or conventional medical treatments. 
One example is using acupuncture to help with side effects of cancer treatment. A number 
of approaches can improve well-being and quality of life for people with cancer. There is 
no proof that such approaches can cure cancer, but they help patients cope better with 
their illness. Most doctors see these approaches as helpful. In treating disease, 
complementary therapies are not substitutes for conventional medical care; they are used 
concurrently with medical treatment to help alleviate stress, reduce pain and anxiety, 
manage symptoms, and promote a feeling of well-being.

Alternative Therapy

Homeopathic
 
remedies are remedies drawn from nature that include herbs, animal 

  

products and minerals.

includes surgery, chemotherapy, radiotherapy, targeted therapy and hormone treatment 
or clinical trials. Such treatments have undergone extensive testing through research 
involving thousands of patients. They have been proven to be effective and the side effects 
are known. Although this does not mean that they will cure all cancers, they usually 
provide the best treatment outcomes.

Alternative medicine is used in place of standard medical treatments. Alternative therapies 
are built upon complete systems of theory and practice.  Often,these systems have 
evolved apart from and earlier than the conventional medical approach. Examples of 
alternative medical systems that have developed in Western cultures include homeopathic 
medicine and naturopathic medicine. In homeopathic therapy, symptoms are viewed as 
the body’s attempt to adapt and restore balance.



lifestyle counselling, dietary supplements, medicinal plants, exercise, homeopathy, and
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2. Energy Applications
Energy therapies involve the use of energy fields. There are 2 types.

a. Biofield or putative energy fields therapies are intended to affect energy fields that 
are believed to surround and penetrate the human body. The existence of 
such fields has not yet been scientifically proven. Some forms of energy therapy 
manipulate biofields by applying pressure and/ or manipulating the body 
by placing the hands in, or through, these fields.

Examples include:
•  Qi gong: A component of Traditional Chinese Medicine that 

combines movement, meditation, and regulation of breathing to enhance the 
flow of ‘Qi’ in the body, improve blood circulation, and enhance immune function.

•  Reiki: Balancing energy either from a distance or by placing hands on or near 
the patient.

•  Therapeutic touch: Moving hands over energy fields of the body. 

b.  Bioelectromagnetic-based or veritable energy therapies are types of 
energetic medicine that are based upon the theory of making corrections in 
human energy fields. They employ mechanical vibrations (such as sound) and 
electromagnetic forces, including visible light, magnetism, monochromatic 
radiation (such as laser beams), and rays from other parts of the electromagnetic 
spectrum. They involve the use of specific, measurable wavelengths and 
frequencies to treat patients. It is believed that a specific vibration can selectively 
destroy an abnormal cell while preserving normal cells.

Examples of such therapies:
• Electroacupuncture: uses electric current to stimulate acupuncture points. 

By stimulating the points with direct current administered through needles, the 
function of the organ is restored.

• Laser acupuncture: uses small, low-power laser beams on 
acupuncture points to stimulate energy flow. It is performed on patients who 
have a fear of needles. The laser beams are said to be non-damaging to 
skin but the consistency of the equipment has not been determined.

• Light Therapy: uses natural or artificial light to treat various ailments, but 
unproven uses of light extend to lasers, colors, and monochromatic lights. 
Although low-level laser therapy is claimed to be useful for relieving pain, 
reducing inflammation, and helping to heal wounds, strong scientific proof of 
these effects is still needed. 

3. Alternative Systems of Medical Practice
These are healing systems and beliefs that have evolved over time in different cultures
and parts of the world. Some examples are:
• Ayurvedic medicine: A system from India emphasizing balance among body, mind,

and spirit;



food or special diet that has been proven to control or cure cancer. Too much of any 
one food is not helpful, and may even be harmful.







You may have read or heard of people who claim that their cancer was cured by an 
alternative therapy. Most of these people may have had conventional treatment as 
well, often shortly before or at the same time. Conventional treatment can sometimes 
take weeks or months to work fully.



which is why many people with cancer can be misled into believing they have been

It is important to remember that people promoting unproven or alternative 
treatments often do not report such cases for whom the treatment does not work. 
Many such patients who had experienced unsatisfactory results to these alternative 
treatments also never return to their alternative medicine practitioner and these 
cases remain unreported.

Be wary. Question what you see or hear in advertisements or on the internet, 
newspapers, magazines, radio and TV stations. Always check to make sure the 
claims in their advertisements are true. Find out about a product before you buy. 
Don’t let a sales person force you to make a snap decision. Check with your doctor first.





• What evidence is there that it will work for me?
• How much will it cost?
• Do you have information on the treatment that I can read about?
• Are there any reasons why I should not use it?
• Is this same treatment being used for any other illness apart from cancer?

Questions to ask yourself
• Does the treatment sound too good to be true?
• Do I feel comfortable with this person?
• Do I like how the office looks and feels?
• Do I like the staff?
• Does this person support standard cancer treatments?
• Is it easy to get an appointment?
• Are the hours convenient for me?
• Can I afford the cost of the treatment?

GET TRUSTED INFORMATION
There is a lot of information on CAM, so it's important to go to sources you can trust. 
Be careful of products advertised by people or companies that:
• Make claims that they have a "cure";
• Do not give specific information about how well their product works;
• Make claims only about positive results that have few side effects;
• Say they have clinical studies, but provide no proof or copies of the studies.

Just remember, if it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.

Websites
Patients and families have been able to find answers to many of their questions about CAM 
on the internet. Many websites are good resources for CAM information. However, some 
may be unreliable or misleading.

Questions to ask about a website: 
• Who runs and pays for the site?
• Does it list any credentials?
• Does it represent an organisation that is well-known and respected?
• What is the purpose of the site, and who is it for?
• Is the site selling or promoting something?
• Where does the information come from?
• Is the information based on facts or only on someone's feelings or opinions?
• How is the information chosen? Is there a review board or do experts review the

content?
• How current is the information?
• Does the site tell when it was last updated?
• How does the site choose which other sites to link you to?
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HOW TO EVALUATE HEALTH INFORMATION ON THE 
INTERNET?
The growing popularity of the internet has made it easier and faster 
to find health information. Much of this information is valuable; 
however, the internet also allows rapid and widespread distribution 
of false and misleading information. It is important for you to 
carefully consider the source of information and to discuss the 
information with your health care provider. The questions and 
answers below can help you decide whether the health information 
you find on the internet is likely to be reliable. 

1. Who runs the website?
Any website should make it easy for people to learn who is responsible for the site and
its information. On the National Cancer Centre Singapore website, for example, the
NCCS logo is clearly noted on every major page, along with a link to the site’s home page.

2. Who pays for the website?
It costs money to run a website. The source of a website’s funding should be clearly
stated. For example, web addresses ending in “.gov” are government-sponsored sites,
“.edu” indicates educational institutions, “.org” is often used by  non-commercial
organisations, and “.com” denotes commercial organisations. The source of funding
can affect what content is presented, how the content is presented, and what the
owners want to accomplish on the site.

3. What is the purpose of the website?
The purpose of the website is related to who runs and pays for it. Many websites have
a link to information about the site. The link, which is often called “About This Site,”
should clearly state the purpose of the site and help users evaluate the trustworthiness
of the information on the site.

4. What is the original source of the information on the website?
Many health and medical websites post information collected from other web sites or
sources. If the person or organisation in charge of the site did not write the material, the
original source should be clearly identified.

5. How is the information on the website documented?
In addition to identifying the original source of the material, the site should identify the
evidence on which the material is based. Medical facts and figures should have
references (such as citations of articles in medical journals). Also, opinions or advice
should be clearly set apart from information that is “evidence-based” (that is, based on
research results).

6. How current is the information on the website?
Web sites should be reviewed and updated on a regular basis. It is particularly important 
that medical information be current, and that the most recent update or review date be
clearly posted. Even if the information has not changed, it is helpful to know that the site
owners have reviewed it recently to ensure that the information is still valid.



7. How does the website choose links to other sites?
Reliable websites usually have a policy about how they establish links to other sites.
Some medical websites take a conservative approach and do not link to any other
sites; some link to any site that asks or pays for a link; others link only to sites that have
met certain criteria.

8. What information about users does the website collect, and why?
Many health-related websites ask the user to “subscribe” or “become a member.” Any
website asking users for personal information should explain exactly what the site will
and will not do with the information. Users should be certain they read and understand
any privacy policy or similar language on the site, and not sign up for anything they do
not fully understand.

9. How does the website manage interactions with users?
There should always be a way for users to contact the website owners with problems,
feedback, and questions. If the site hosts a chat room or other online discussion areas,
it should tell users about the terms of using the service. Is the service moderated? If so,
by whom, and why? It is always a good idea to spend time reading the discussion
without joining in, to feel comfortable with the environment before becoming a
participant.

10. How can people verify the accuracy of information they receive via
e-mail?
Any e-mail messages should be carefully evaluated. The origin of the message and its 
purpose should be considered. Some companies or organizations use e-mail to 
advertise products or attract people to their websites. The accuracy of health 
information may be influenced by the desire to promote a product or service. 

Books
A number of books have been written about different CAM therapies. Some books contain 
trustworthy content, while others do not. It is important to know that information is always 
changing and that new research results are reported every day. Be aware that if only one 
person writes a book, you may only be getting that one person's view.

Questions to ask: 
• Is the author an expert on this subject?
• Do you know anyone else who has read the book?
• Has the book been reviewed by other experts?
• Was it published in the past 5 years?
• Does the book offer different points of view, or does it seem to hold one opinion?
• Has the author researched the topic in full?
• Are the references listed in the back?

Magazine Articles
If you want to look for articles you can trust, ask your librarian to help you look for medical 
journals, books, and other research that has been done by experts. 
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Articles in popular magazines are usually not written by experts. Rather, the authors speak 
with experts, gather information, and then write the article. If claims about CAM are made 
in magazine articles, remember: 
• The authors may not have expert knowledge in this area;
• They may not say where they found their information;
• The articles have not been reviewed by experts;
• The publisher may have ties with advertisers or other organisations. Therefore, the

article may be one-sided.

When you read these articles, you can use the same process that the magazine writer uses: 
• Speak with experts;
• Ask lots of questions;
• Then decide if the therapy is right for you.

DIETARY SUPPLEMENTS -- MORE THAN VITAMINS...
Today's dietary supplements are not only vitamins and minerals. 
They also include other less familiar substances, such as herbals, 
botanicals, amino acids, and enzymes. Dietary supplements 
come in a variety of forms, such as tablets, capsules, powders, 
energy bars, or drinks.

Dietary supplements are not intended to treat, diagnose, prevent, 
or cure diseases; therefore, manufacturers may not make such 
claims. In some cases, dietary supplements may have unwanted 
effects, especially if taken before surgery or with other dietary 
supplements or medicines, or if you have certain health conditions.

Frequently Asked Questions
1. What are dietary supplements?

Dietary supplements (also called nutritional supplements, or supplements for short):
• are taken by mouth.
• contain a "dietary ingredient" intended to supplement the diet. Examples of dietary

ingredients include vitamins, minerals, herbs (as single herbs or mixtures), other
botanicals, amino acids, and dietary substances such as enzymes and substances
made from glands of animals.

• come in different forms, such as tablets, capsules, softgels, gelcaps, liquids, and
powders.

• are not represented for use as a conventional food or as a sole item of a meal or
the diet.

• are labelled as being a dietary supplement.

Scientific evidence supporting the benefits of some dietary supplements is well established for 
certain health conditions, but others need further study. It is the responsibility of dietary 
supplement manufacturers/ distributors to ensure that their products are safe and that the 
claims on their labels are accurate and truthful. Whatever your choice, supplements should not 
replace prescribed medications or the variety of foods important to a healthy diet.



2. Does "natural" always mean "safe"?
There are many supplements, as well as many prescription drugs, that come from
natural sources and are both useful and safe. However, "natural" does not always mean 
"safe" or "without harmful effects." For example, consider mushrooms that grow in the
wild - some are safe to eat, while others are poisonous. Some of these supplements
could damage health - and in some cases severely or interact dangerously with prescription
drugs.

3. What’s in the bottle does not always match what’s on the label.
A supplement might:
 • not contain the correct ingredient (plant species). For example, one study that

analyzed 59 preparations of echinacea found that about half did not contain the
species listed on the label.

 • contain higher or lower amounts of the active ingredient. For example, in a study by
the National Centre of Complementary and Alternative Medicine, USA on ginseng
products found that most contained less than half the amount of ginseng listed on
their labels.

 • be contaminated because of unhygienic manufacturing practices.

4. If I am interested in using a supplement as CAM, how can I do so
safely?
For your own safety, it is important to talk to your doctor about the supplement if you:
a. are thinking about replacing your regular medical care with one or more

supplements.
b. are taking any medications (whether prescription or over-the-counter). Some

supplements have been found to interact with medications. For example,
• ginseng can increase the stimulant effects of caffeine (as in coffee, tea, and cola). 

It can also lower blood sugar levels, creating the possibility of problems when
used with diabetes drugs.

• ginkgo, taken with anticoagulant or antiplatelet drugs, can increase the risk of
bleeding. It is also possible that ginkgo might interact with certain psychiatric
drugs and with certain drugs that affect blood sugar levels.

• St. John's wort can increase the effects of prescription drugs used to treat
depression. It can also interfere with drugs used to treat HIV infection, to treat
cancer, for birth control, or to prevent the body from rejecting transplanted
organs.

c. have a chronic medical condition.
d. are planning to have surgery. Certain supplements may increase the risk of bleeding

or affect anaesthetics and painkillers.
e. are pregnant or nursing a baby.
f. are thinking about giving a child a supplement. Many products being marketed for

children have not been tested for their safety and effectiveness in children.

Do not take a higher dose of a supplement than what is listed on the label, unless your 
health care provider advises you to do so. Supplements and drugs can interact. If you 
experience any side effects, stop taking the supplement, and contact your doctor.

17



Is the product worth the money? Resist the pressure to buy a product or treatment 
"on the spot." Some supplement products may be expensive or may not provide 
the benefit you expect. For example, excessive amounts of water-soluble vitamins, 
like vitamin C and B vitamins, not used by the body are eliminated in the urine. Be 
sure to talk with your healthcare team to help you determine what is best for your 
overall health.
The term "natural" doesn't always mean safe. Do not assume that this term ensures 
wholesomeness or safety. For some supplements, "natural" ingredients may 
interact with medicines and can be dangerous for people with certain health 
conditions, or harmful in high doses. For example, tea made from peppermint 
leaves is generally considered safe to drink, but peppermint oil (extracted from the 
leaves) is much more concentrated and can be toxic if used incorrectly.










