Integrative Medicine in the Treatment of Cancer

Decide for yourself


Some people delegate their cancer care entirely to their family doctors or to an oncologist and prefer not to learn much about their cancer.  Others delegate their care but ask their doctors to keep them informed. Still others form a partnership with their doctors and are deeply involved in decision making about their care.   Everyone deals with cancer their own way.  They need to make informed decisions.

Organize your social support


When you’re diagnosed with cancer you feel swept up in an emotional whirlwind.  The same thing happens, to some degree, to your family and friends.  Ask people for help as needed.

Consider a support group


Joining a support group can provide tremendous support.  Dr. David Spiegel, 1970s Stanford psychiatrist discovered that women who joined a support group lived almost twice as long as those who did not.
Get the pathology report in writing


All treatment decisions follow from the path report.  Make sure you understand what it says.  Ask your doctor if you still have questions.  It’s crucial that this report is correct.  Request a second opinion if you think it’s necessary.   This implies no mistrust of your pathologist, just a need to be sure that the report is correct. 
Gather information


Contact your local office of the American Cancer society.  This private, nonprofit education and research organization can provide you with general information about your cancer.  The ACS can also refer you to cancer resources and support groups in your area.  

In addition, the ACS reach to Recovery Program can put you in touch with survivors of your specific cancer, who can share their experiences of treatment and recovery.


Contact the Cancer Information Service---a program of the National Cancer Institute in Bethesda, Maryland.  The CIS provides info about all cancers for free.  Two types of information packets are available; one for patients that contains basic background information and another for physicians that contains state of the art treatment recommendations.

Understand survival statistics


Survival statistics provide a “big picture” look at your cancer, the odds what someone with your disease will live at least 5 years.  Be reminded that overall statistics can be misleading because they are averages that include cancers diagnosed at every stage (survival is low for cancers diagnosed at an advances stage).

Take time to make decisions


After being diagnosed with cancer, many people are very impatient to begin treatment.  They are filled with anxiety and don’t want to waste a moment for fear that their cancer will spread.  By the time cancer gets diagnosed, it’s usually been growing for several years.  Except for a very small number of extremely aggressive cancers, waiting a few weeks has no effect of survival.  Take some time to research your options.
Consult an oncologist
According to NCI estimates, only about 1/3 of cancer patients ever consult oncologists.  Some don’t want to offend their primary care physician by consulting other doctors.  Others simply don’t know about specialists.

Organize your doctors


You may need to consult quite a few doctors---primary care physician, medical oncologist, radiation oncologist, pathologist, and surgeon.  Think of your treatment plan as a team. Don’t abandon your primary care physician.  He or she can be your advocate or facilitator.  Jot down what every specialist recommends or record it.  Ask the specialists to talk with each other.
Get several opinions


You need to feel comfortable with the treatment program you choose.  The nation has approximately 100 Multidisciplinary Opinion Panels and today every major metropolitan area has at least one of these panels.  You send your medical records to the panel coordinator, who forwards them to local cancer specialists.  These specialists have volunteered to serve on the panel. You attend a meeting with all of the experts, bringing along anyone you want.  The experts discuss your case and develop a consensus set of treatment recommendations.

Use mainstream medicine


Conventional oncology has a great deal to offer.  When it comes to curing cancer, mainstream oncology has a better track record than anything else.  Every cancer patient should work with an oncologist

Consider a clinical trial


After promising cancer treatments have been thoroughly tested in animals, they must be tested on human cancer patients. Of the more than one million Americans diagnosed with cancer each year, 20,000 to 30,000 enroll in these tests.  Obtain information from your health care provider.
Use healthy strategies


Some approaches that help improve your overall health can also help slow the advance of cancer.  These include nutritional enhancement and supplementation, exercise, psychological support and stress management.  If you’re getting these, you become a healthier cancer patient who often responds better to conventional care---better quality of life, and longer, healthier, disease free survival.

Consider herbs and acupuncture

Use pain control

Cancer patients often fear they will have to endure terrible pain and suffering.  A great deal of cancer pain can be well controlled with medication.  Acupuncture, visualization and other approaches should also be used.  

Promote your own healing


Curing is what most physicians do.  We strive to eliminate disease and allow recovery.   Healing is what patients bring to the experience.   It is a deeply personal process of becoming whole again.  Healing involves coming to terms with your life and working to live it to the fullest, even if cancer cuts it short.  The tools of healing involve good nutrition, moderate exercise, social support, stress management and a sense of connection to the natural world around you.  They all improve quality of life.  

Even when a cure is impossible, healing need not stop.  People continue to grow even in the face of life threatening illness.  All the great religions teach that life involves suffering.  Suffering can lead to bitterness and defeatism or to growth and wisdom when you have a serious illness; you make that choice for yourself.

