
  

 

 

 

 

 

 Decisions about particular medical treatments 
should always be made in consultation with a 
qualified medical practitioner knowledgeable about 
HIV-related illness and the treatments in question. 
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Things to Consider Before Starting Complementary Therapies 

 

 

 

Complementary Therapies 

 

 
"Complementary therapies" refers to a broad group of natural and spiritual healing 

methods and approaches that are different from conventional Western medicine (or 

pharmaceutical medicine). Many of these healing methods have been used for 

centuries in many different cultures. 

 

Since the beginning of the AIDS epidemic, a wide variety of complementary therapies 

has been used by people with HIV for various purposes, including general health 

promotion, relief of symptoms and cure of certain ailments. These include Traditional 

Chinese Medicine, acupuncture, Ayurveda, aromatherapy, homeopathy, massage, 

meditation, naturopathy, Reiki, reflexology, yoga and many others.. 

 

How is "Western medicine" different from "complementary therapy"? 
 Western medicine tends to focus on the external factors that cause the 

symptoms of the disease, while complementary therapy focuses on the balance 

of the body's internal energies. 

 Western medicine focuses on treating the diseases, while complementary 

therapy focuses on restoring balance between the physical, mental, social and 

spiritual well-being of the person. 
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 In Western medicine, drugs and other forms of treatment are tested in clinical 

trials before they are approved for use. Many complementary therapy practices 

are not clinically tested but are learned from centuries of practice and 

experience. 

 

What should I consider before using complementary therapies? 

 

 Learn about a treatment before you use it: 
Get information about the form of complementary therapy you are interested in 

using. You can get information from different complementary therapy professional 

associations, AIDS service organizations or the media. More importantly, talk to 

other people with HIV/AIDS who have used the treatment, learn about its 

advantages and disadvantages, risks and benefits, costs and results. 

 

 Find a knowledgeable and sensitive complementary therapist: 
Find out whether the kind of therapy you are interested in is regulated by a 

professional body or government. Check if your therapist has the necessary training 

and qualification to practice. 

 

If the therapy you are using is not regulated, then it is even more important to 

research the experiences and results of other people who have used the service. 

Make a list of questions you have regarding the therapy, its risks and benefits, length 

of treatment, costs and expected results, and ask your therapist to explain these to 

you at your first session. 

 

Just as many Western doctors are not experienced in treating HIV disease, many 

complementary therapists may also lack the expertise to treat HIV-related conditions 

and side effects. Find a therapist who has special training or experience working 

with people with HIV/AIDS. 
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 Be clear and careful about the costs: 

Since many complementary therapies are not covered by public or private 

insurance, it is important to ask your therapist to give you a clear estimate of the 

costs involved in the treatments. 

 

Sometimes your local AIDS service organization may have complementary 

therapists providing voluntary or reduced cost services to people with HIV/AIDS. Ask 

about these services at your local AIDS service organization. 

 

 Tell your caregivers about all the treatments you are using: 
Complementary therapies and Western medicine do not necessarily replace each 

other. In fact, often they support, or "complement," each other. It is important to tell 

both your Western medical care provider and complementary therapists about all the 

different kinds of treatments you are using. This will help them get a more complete 

picture of your treatment plan in order to maximize the benefits of the treatments and 

to prevent any harmful side effects or interactions between the treatments.− 

                                            
Disclaimer: The Canadian AIDS Treatment Information Exchange (CATIE) and Africans in Partnership Against AIDS 
(APAA) in good faith provide information resources to help people living with HIV/AIDS who wish to manage their own 
health care in partnership with their care providers. Information accessed through or published or provided by CATIE 
or APAA, however, is not to be considered medical advice. We do not recommend or advocate particular treatments 
and we urge users to consult as broad a range of sources as possible. We strongly urge users to consult with a 
qualified medical practitioner prior to undertaking any decision, use or action of a medical nature.  
 
We do not guarantee the accuracy or completeness of any information accessed through or published or provided by 
CATIE or APAA. Users relying on this information do so entirely at their own risk. Neither CATIE, nor APAA, nor 
Health Canada, nor any of their employees, directors, officers or volunteers may be held liable for damages of any 
kind that may result from the use or misuse of any such information. The views expressed herein or in any article or 
publication accessed or published or provided by CATIE or APAA are solely those of the authors and do not reflect 
the policies or opinions of CATIE or APAA, or the official policy of the Minister of Health Canada. 
 
Copyright: This Fact Sheet is made available through a collaboration between Africans in Partnership Against AIDS 
(APAA), Asian Community AIDS Services (ACAS) and the Canadian AIDS Treatment Information Exchange (CATIE).  
Original content developed by ACAS, 2001. Translation into Swahili and Hausa by APAA, 2004.  
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