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Complementary 
Therapies

Complementary/alternative/integrative 
therapies: health care treatments most often 

not considered part of conventional (Western) 
medicine
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Presentation Notes
Decisions about your health care are important -  including decisions about the types of therapy to use. Complementary therapies refer to a series of health care treatments that are usually not part of conventional (Western) medicine. These types of treatments can include acupuncture, aromatherapy, biofeedback, homeopathy, hypnosis, massage therapy, Ayurveda, relaxation techniques, nutritional supplements, energy work, and traditional healing.



Complementary 
Therapies

• Using complementary therapies with standard 
medicines can help people living with HIV live longer, 
healthier lives; these therapies may 
– Ease side effects of HIV drugs
– Boost the immune system
– Improve overall health

• Important for people living with HIV to share any 
complementary practices with their providers to make 
sure they are safe with prescribed HIV drug regimen
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Most health care providers will agree that using complementary (also called alternative or integrative) therapies together with standard medicines can help people living with HIV (HIV+) live longer, healthier lives. Most often, people living with HIV use complementary therapies to ease side effects of HIV drugs, boost their immune systems, or improve their overall health.An important note: while it is important for everyone to tell their health care providers about any and all complementary or integrative practices they use, it is especially important for people living with HIV. HIV and HIV drugs affect the immune system, which may influence how your body reacts to some complementary or integrative therapies. Some HIV drugs also interact with certain supplements or herbs. Talk to your health care provider before you begin using complementary or alternative treatments. This gives your provider a full picture of what you do to manage your health and makes sure that the treatments you choose are safe and helpful for you.



What are some common 
complementary therapies?
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What are some common complementary therapies?



Acupuncture

Practice developed in China thousands of years ago
• Small thin metal needles inserted into skin at points on 

the body to remove blockages in the flow of qi, the life 
force or vital energy

• Studies show benefits
• Acupuncture can be helpful for pain, headache, nausea, 

diarrhea, menstrual cramps, menopausal symptoms 
• In the U.S., many states require acupuncturists to be 

licensed; be sure acupuncturist uses only disposable, 
sterile needles
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Acupuncture was developed in China several thousand years ago. It involves inserting small thin metal needles in the skin at particular points on the body. By activating these specific points, acupuncturists try to remove blockages in the flow of one's life force or vital energy, called qi (pronounced "chee"). In Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), energy or qi is believed to circulate through the body. Proper circulation or flow of qi promotes health and well-being. Acupressure uses finger-pressure rather than needles to stimulate healing points on the body and achieve proper flow of qi.Many studies now demonstrate the potential benefits of acupuncture. Acupuncture can be helpful for conditions such as pain, headache, nausea, diarrhea, menstrual cramps, and menopausal symptoms, among others. In the US, many states require acupuncturists to be licensed (their title is L.Ac.), and an increasing number of insurance plans cover acupuncture. You can find a licensed acupuncturist through the organization that grants the licenses, the National Certification Commission for Acupuncture and Oriental Medicine (NCCAOM ). Be sure your acupuncturist uses only disposable, sterile needles. 



Aromatherapy

Use of essential oils for emotional/physical health
• Oils are inhaled or rubbed into skin
• Generally used to 

– Reduce pain
– Improve mood
– Promote relaxation

• No strong evidence for immune-boosting effects
• Talk to your health care provider before using any

essential oils
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Aromatherapy involves the use of essential oils to improve emotional or physical health. These oils are inhaled or rubbed into the skin, and are generally used to reduce pain, improve mood, and promote relaxation. There is no strong evidence that aromatherapy boosts the immune system. However, tea tree oil has been shown to kill microbes (germs) on the skin. It is important that you discuss any use of essential oils with your health care provider.



Biofeedback

• Trains people to control some of the body's operations 
that usually occur without our having to think about 
them, such as:
– Breathing rate
– Heart rate
– Blood pressure 

• Connecting to devices that measure actions and 
watching measurements on a monitor

• Most often used to help people with headaches and 
pain
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Biofeedback is a technique that trains people to control some of the body's operations that usually occur without our having to think about them (involuntary actions), such as breathing rate (how fast we breathe), heart rate (how fast our heart beats), or blood pressure. By being connected to devices that measure these actions and watching these measurements (e.g., heart rate) on a monitor, people can affect the inner workings of their bodies and get some control over the body's involuntary actions. Biofeedback is most often used to help people with headaches and pain.



Homeopathy

Activates the body's own healing abilities by: 
• Giving small doses of diluted substances in a tincture
• Based on the idea that "like cures like"

– Remedies made from small amounts of a variety of 
plants, minerals, and animal products – crushed, 
dissolved in liquid

• Results of scientific studies of homeopathy are mixed 
• People most often use homeopathy to treat: 

– Allergies, asthma, ear infections, digestive disorders
• US FDA regulates these remedies, but does not evaluate 

their safety or effectiveness
www.thewellproject.org
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Homeopathy aims to activate the body's own healing abilities by giving small doses of very diluted (thinned out) substances. It is based on the idea that "like cures like," or the Law of Similars. This idea suggests that diseases can be cured by small amounts of substances that cause similar symptoms in healthy people. Homeopathic remedies are made from small amounts of a variety of plants, minerals, and animal products that are crushed and dissolved in liquid. By adding more and more liquid to the original mixture, the remedy – a homeopathic 'tincture' – is diluted (made less strong).Scientific studies of homeopathy have had mixed results. Some studies show homeopathy's benefits, while others do not show any difference between a homeopathic treatment and a placebo (no actual treatment). People most often use homeopathy to treat allergies, asthma, ear infections, digestive disorders, headaches, and menopausal symptoms. Because homeopathic remedies sometimes include substances that can affect your immune system or cause drug interactions, remember to talk to your health care provider before using them.In the US, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) regulates homeopathic remedies but does not evaluate them for safety or effectiveness. Only three states have licensing boards for homeopathic doctors (MDs and DOs) – Arizona, Connecticut, and Nevada. However, a number of states license naturopathic physicians, who use homeopathy and other natural therapies.  Laws and regulations for the practice of homeopathy vary from state to state. 



Hypnosis

• Trained therapist uses techniques to help individuals: 
– Become deeply relaxed 
– Enter a different state of consciousness called a trance
– Body relaxes; mind becomes more focused
– Therapist makes suggestions for behavior change or symptom 

relief

• Hypnosis can help reduce stress, relieve anxiety, ease 
pain
– Used to treat eating disorders, addictions, phobias, insomnia, 

digestive problems
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During hypnosis, or hypnotherapy, a trained therapist uses techniques to help you become deeply relaxed and enter a different state of consciousness called a trance. In a trance, your body relaxes while your mind becomes more focused. The hypnotherapist does not control your mind or your actions. Rather, you become very open to suggestions, such as the suggestion to quit smoking. The therapist makes suggestions for changing behaviors or relieving symptoms that are specific to your situation.Hypnosis can help you relax, reduce stress, relieve anxiety, and ease pain. It is often used before surgical or dental procedures when someone is especially nervous. Hypnotherapy is also used to treat eating disorders, addictions, phobias, insomnia, and digestive problems.



Massage Therapy

• Practiced for centuries around the world
• Trained therapist uses their hands to physically handle 

the body's soft tissues and muscles to: 
– Relieve muscle tightness
– Improve circulation; clear waste products
– Boost immune system
– Reduce stress; help you relax

• Massage therapists in the U.S. are licensed
• Pregnant women should be cautious about getting 

massages
www.thewellproject.org
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Massage involves a trained therapist using their hands to physically handle the body's soft tissues and muscles. There are a variety of massage styles ranging from soft stroking to deep muscle kneading. Massage has been practiced as a healing therapy for centuries around the world. Massage therapy affects the whole body, and can relieve muscle tightness, improve circulation, clear waste products, boost the immune system, reduce stress, and help you relax.Massage therapists in the US become certified after completing educational training and passing an exam. Many states recognize the National Certification Board for Therapeutic Massage and Bodywork (NCBTMB). You can also find massage therapists in your area by going to the website for the American Massage Therapy Association (AMTA).Since massage involves direct contact between the therapist's hands and your skin, you will be asked to undress (with the possible exception of underwear) when the therapist leaves the room. Professional therapists should provide plenty of sheets and blankets with which to cover yourself on the massage table. If you feel uncomfortable for any reason, do not hesitate to talk to the therapist or find a different therapist.It is important for women who are pregnant to be cautious about getting massages. If you are pregnant and want a massage, make sure you find a therapist who is specially trained to massage pregnant women.



Mind-Body Techniques

• Enhance mind's ability to affect bodily functions and 
symptoms

• Achieving deep relaxation can help ease stress, renew 
the body; techniques include: 
– Meditation, mindfulness, guided visualization, yoga, Tai Chi

• Studies suggest:
– Mindfulness meditation may prevent CD4 cells from 

decreasing when a person living with HIV is under stress
– In small study, transcendental meditation improved quality of 

life of those living with HIV; longer study planned 
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These activities enhance the mind's ability to affect bodily functions and symptoms. Mind-body techniques often include patient support groups, prayer, and therapies that use creative methods such as art, music, or dance. Practices such as biofeedback, hypnosis, journaling, and meditation are considered mind-body techniques.Achieving a deep state of relaxation is one way to help ease stress and renew the body. Techniques for deep relaxation include meditation, mindfulness, guided visualization, progressive muscle relaxation, certain types of yoga, or Chinese exercises such as Qigong (Chi Kung), and Tai Chi. You can also use audiotapes or attend classes/workshops to guide you in accessing deep states of relaxation. Recent studies suggest that mindfulness meditation may prevent CD4 cells from decreasing when a person living with HIV is under stress. Similarly, a small study showed that transcendental meditation improved the quality of life of those living with HIV. Based on these encouraging results, a much larger study over a longer period of time is planned to examine the specific psychological and physical effects of transcendental meditation.



Herbs and Dietary 
Supplements

• May include herbs, Chinese herbs, foods and vitamins
• Important to discuss all herbs and supplements with 

provider to prevent interactions with HIV drugs
– St. John's Wort, herbal treatment for depression, affects how PIs 

and NNRTIs act
– U.S. FDA recommends people taking any type of HIV drugs NOT

take St. John's Wort 

• Most supplements in the U.S. are not regulated by the 
FDA

www.thewellproject.org

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These therapies may involve the use of herbs such as echinacea, garlic, goldenseal, chamomile, and Chinese herbs (e.g., astragalus). Health professionals may also prescribe foods and vitamins as part of a biological-based therapy. Multivitamins often contain antioxidants, such as vitamins A, C, and E, which combine with particles called free radicals to make these free radicals inactive and not harmful. Free radicals are natural byproducts of the body's functions that can cause damage to cells and lead to disease.Because echinacea, astragalus, and other supplements affect the immune system, they may interact with your HIV drugs. St. John's Wort, which is an herbal treatment for depression, has been shown to affect how protease inhibitors and non-nucleoside reverse transcriptase inhibitors act. As a result, the FDA recommends that people who are taking any kind of HIV drugs not take St. John's Wort. Discuss any herbs or supplements with your health care provider before taking them. For more details about supplements, please see our fact sheet on Vitamins and Supplements.Link to fact sheet, if needed: http://www.thewellproject.org/hiv-information/vitamins-and-supplements



Complementary Treatment 
Considerations

• Providers consider health and wellness factors 
including:
– Medical history and other conditions
– Lifestyle
– Support systems

• Tailored program for each patient, may involve:
– Diet change; nutritional changes
– Vitamin and mineral supplements
– Digestive health treatments
– Physical activity and exercise
– Stress reduction
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When recommending complementary therapies, health care providers base their decisions on their patients’ physical and mental conditions, as well as their strengths, lifestyle, medical history, support systems, and other factors. This enables the provider to knit together a program tailored to each patient and may involve the following:Diet change: Replacing refined/simple carbohydrates with whole grains, fresh vegetables, and fruits for overall health. Your health care provider may also suggest choosing low-to-moderate fat sources of protein such as turkey, chicken, and fish and limiting dairy and red meats.Vitamin and mineral supplements: Your health care provider may prescribe multivitamin/mineral supplements that include Vitamins A, D, E, and C (these are antioxidants), B-vitamins, calcium, magnesium, copper, zinc, manganese, potassium, chromium, and selenium (for more information, see our fact sheet on Vitamins and Supplements)Digestive health treatments: Herbs such as barberry, ginger, goldenseal, peppermint, and parsley support digestive functions. Acidophilus and other 'healthy bacteria' help you maintain a strong digestive system that absorbs nutrients as efficiently as possible.Physical activity and exercise: Each day, one half-hour of enjoyable exercise that causes sweating and removes waste from the body may help keep your viral load low. Cardiovascular fitness can strengthen the heart and circulatory system. This is done by increasing one's heart rate (how fast the heart is beating) about 20 percent more than the resting heart rate, and keeping it up for at least 30 minutes, at least five times per week.Stress reduction: Deep relaxation practice two times per day for 15-20 minutes can reduce many health risks and maintain one's focus on practicing good health and wellness.Link to fact sheet, if needed: http://www.thewellproject.org/hiv-information/vitamins-and-supplements



Conclusion

Remember, talk to your provider about any 
complementary treatments before you use them!

• Medical community is increasingly recommending 
complementary therapies for many types of conditions

• NIH has developed a department called The National 
Center for Complementary and Integrative Health 
(NCCIH) dedicated to the study of these treatments
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Remember to talk to your healthcare provider before you use any complementary treatments.More and more, the medical community recommends complementary therapies for many types of conditions. Since complementary treatments have become more common, the US National Institutes of Health (NIH) has created a department called The National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health (NCCIH) that is dedicated to the study of these treatments.



• To learn more, please read the full fact sheet on 
this topic:
– Complementary Therapies

• For more fact sheets and to connect to our 
community of women living with HIV, visit:
– www.thewellproject.org
– www.facebook.com/thewellproject
– www.twitter.com/thewellproject
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Learn More!

http://www.thewellproject.org/hiv-information/complementary-therapies
http://www.thewellproject.org/
http://www.facebook.com/thewellProject
http://www.twitter.com/thewellproject
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