Seeing a complementary health practitioner
Summary
Some people use complementary medicine as well as conventional medical care.
Some complementary medicine therapies, such as osteopathy and yoga, are now widely used in Australia.
Complementary therapies vary in their nature, style and results. Some therapies have no scientific proof that
they work. Some therapies work for some conditions, but not others.
A Medicare rebate is available on some complementary health practitioner visits.
When looking for a complementary health practitioner, ask your doctor for a recommendation and let them
know about any complementary medicine therapies you are using.

A complementary health practitioner practices complementary medicine, known as alternative therapy, alternative
medicine, holistic therapy and traditional medicine. Complementary medicine includes vitamins, minerals, Chinese
medicine and herbal and homoeopathic products, and therapies such as acupuncture and Reiki. Some people use
complementary medicine as well as conventional medical care, with complementary therapies, such as osteopathy
and yoga, now widely used in Australia.

Types of complementary therapies
Complementary medicine therapies can be generally grouped into five categories, being:
alternative medical systems, which are built on complete systems of theory and practice, such as
homeopathic and naturopathic medicine, traditional Chinese medicine and Ayurveda
mind–body interventions, which include support groups, meditation, prayer, spiritual healing, and therapies
that use creative outlets such as art, music or dance
biologically-based complementary therapies, which include the use of herbs, foods, vitamins, minerals and
dietary supplements
manipulative and body-based methods, which include chiropractic or osteopathic manipulation and
massage
energy therapies, which involve the use of two types of energy fields, being bio-field therapies, such as qigong, Reiki and therapeutic touch, and bio-energetic therapies, involving the use of pulsed electromagnetic
fields such as pulsed fields, magnetic fields or alternating-current or alternating and direct-current fields.

Effectiveness of complementary medicine
Reliable evidence about the effect of complementary therapies can be difficult to find and some therapies do not
have any scientific proof that they work.
It is very important to tell your regular GP about any complementary products and therapies you are using, so they
can consider how these therapies might impact on the care they are providing. Sometimes, they may advise
against using a complementary therapy if there is a risk it will interfere with medication you are taking.

Finding a complementary health practitioner
Before seeking out a complementary health practitioner or therapy, think about what you want to achieve from the
visit. You may hope to:
relieve symptoms or pain
reduce your risk of disease or complications
relieve anxiety
achieve or maintain a healthy lifestyle.
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It is worth talking to your regular doctor (usually your GP) about how realistic your expectations are before
investigating complementary medicine options. To find a complementary health practitioner, ask your doctor or
pharmacist for a recommendation, or talk to family and friends.
Some complementary health practitioners are covered by a national registration and accreditation scheme, and
most areas of complementary medicine have a professional association. This means they are self-regulated and
have agreed standards of care. You can contact the appropriate association and ask for a list of members in your
area. Complementary health practitioners work mostly in private practice and you will not need a referral from a
doctor to see one.

Visiting a complementary health practitioner
As with any healthcare consultation, you can expect that your complementary health practitioner will want to know
about your symptoms and medical history. They should also ask about medication and therapies you have taken in
the past or are currently taking.
The practitioner may ask about some things that you do not think are connected to your main health issue, such as
thoughts and emotions, sleeping patterns and eating habits, but these questions are designed to help the
practitioner to get an overall picture of your health.
Many complementary health practitioners will recommend a course of treatment or complementary therapies to
help with your health problems.
Questions you may wish to ask include:
How does the treatment or therapy work?
Could the treatment or therapy interfere with other treatment I’m having, or affect medication or supplements
I’m taking?
Are there likely to be any side effects?
Is there any medical evidence to back up the treatment?
How long will I need the treatment?
How much does the treatment cost?

Paying to see a complementary health practitioner
A Medicare rebate is available for some complementary therapies, including chiropractic care and acupuncture.
Ask about Medicare rebates when booking your appointment.
Some therapies may also be partly covered by your private health insurance. Check your policy or speak with your
health insurer about what you are covered for. There is often a cap on the costs or number of visits you can claim
in a year.

Where to get help
Your GP
Pharmacist
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This page has been produced in consultation with and approved by:
Department of Health and Human Services

Content on this website is provided for information purposes only. Information about a therapy, service,
product or treatment does not in any way endorse or support such therapy, service, product or treatment and
is not intended to replace advice from your doctor or other registered health professional. The information and
materials contained on this website are not intended to constitute a comprehensive guide concerning all
aspects of the therapy, product or treatment described on the website. All users are urged to always seek
advice from a registered health care professional for diagnosis and answers to their medical questions and to
ascertain whether the particular therapy, service, product or treatment described on the website is suitable in
their circumstances. The State of Victoria and the Department of Health & Human Services shall not bear any
liability for reliance by any user on the materials contained on this website.
For the latest updates and more information, visit www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au
Copyright © 1999/2020 State of Victoria. Reproduced from the Better Health Channel
(www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au) at no cost with permission of the Victorian Minister for Health. Unauthorised
reproduction and other uses comprised in the copyright are prohibited without permission.
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