
Complementary medicine ^ 

Editor?We have recently under- 
taken a survey of rheumatologists 
and private medical insurers 

regarding their policies for reim- 
bursement, with specific reference 
to disciplines within alternative 
medicine. The findings from our 
survey may be of interest to your 
readers in view of the articles on 

complementary medicine and dis- 
cussion regarding a dialogue with 
orthodox medicine (September/ 
October 1996, pages 406-9). 
The questionnaire (sent to 100 

rheumatologists, 71 responded) 
included enquiries regarding the 
rheumatologists' knowledge and 
preference of any particular disci- 
pline within complementary 
medicine. Acupuncture was the 
most popular discipline (n = 42; 
66%), next in line came osteo- 

pathy (n = 24; 43%) and the 
Alexander technique (n 18; 

37%). Rheumatologists tended to 
refer to these disciplines more 
frequently than others; over a third 
of them felt that osteopathy, and 
over half that acupuncture, should 
be made available on the NHS. 

The teaching of certain disciplines, 
for example acupuncture, to physio- 
therapists as well as medical 

students, was generally supported 
by the rheumatologists. Other 
complementary therapies were 
considered less desirable. 

Osteopathy, acupuncture and 
chiropractic were generally 
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considered by the rheumatologists 
to be more effective in rheumatic 

complaints management than oth- 
ers. Rheumatologists tended to 
refer patients to these disciplines 
after conventional treatment and 

only rarely on initial consultation 
by the patients. Only a quarter of 

respondents knew that private 
medical insurers paid for certain 
forms of alternative medicine. 

The following disciplines 
were paid for by the majority 
of the main private medical ins- 
urers: chiropractic, osteopathy, 
homeopathy, acupuncture and 
Alexander technique; naturopa- 
thy, herbal medicine and others 
were paid for infrequently. Con- 
sultant referrals only were accept- 
ed in some disciplines, eg 

acupuncture, homeopathy and 
Alexander technique, while other 
disciplines, eg herbal medicine, 
naturopathy, reflexology and aro- 
matherapy were not paid for, even 
on consultant referrals. 
As indicated in your articles, the 

main political parties in this coun- 
try support the incorporation of 
some of the disciplines, especially 
osteopathy and chiropractic, into 
mainstream medicine [2]. Many of 
these disciplines are particularly 
popular with the general public 
[3]. 
Surveys such as ours amongst 

other specialist groups within 
orthodox medicine are warranted 
so that contracting and commis- 
sioning authorities can take into 
account the attitudes of the public 
as well as different specialists 
towards planning and purchasing 
complementary therapies in NHS 
trust hospitals. 
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