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HEALTH BASICS

Nontraditional medicine

Nontraditional medicine includes health practices and products used outside or alongside

conventional medical care.

WHAT IT IS

Health practices and products outside conventional medical care

WHERE IT COMES UP

Choosing supplements, therapies, or care alongside standard treatment

WHY IT MATTERS

Benefits, risks, and interactions can affect treatment decisions

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

A pharmacist or clinician familiar with the specific approach

HOW IT IS CHECKED

Evidence, product quality, practitioner credentials, and treatment interactions

Overview

Nontraditional medicine is a broad term for health practices and products that are not usually

part of conventional medical care. Examples may include herbal products, dietary

supplements, acupuncture, massage, meditation, chiropractic treatment, and traditional

healing systems.

What counts as nontraditional can differ between countries, cultures, and healthcare systems.

Some practices have long histories within particular communities. Others are newer

commercial products or services.

You may also hear several related terms:

These labels do not tell you whether a treatment works or is safe. Each approach needs to be

considered on its own. Some have evidence for specific uses, while others have uncertain

benefits or have not been studied well.

Nontraditional medicine is not a disease or diagnosis. It is a category of healthcare choices.

- Complementary medicine is used alongside conventional care

- Alternative medicine is used instead of conventional care
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- Integrative healthcare coordinates conventional and complementary approaches

- Traditional medicine refers to knowledge and practices rooted in a culture or community

How it works

There is no single way that nontraditional medicine works. Different approaches use different

methods.

A physical treatment, such as massage or acupuncture, may aim to change pain, muscle

tension, movement, or a person's sense of well-being. Meditation and similar practices may

affect attention, stress responses, or how a person experiences discomfort. Herbal products

and supplements contain substances that may act on the body in ways similar to medicines.

The explanation offered by a practitioner may come from modern biology, a traditional healing

system, or both. A proposed explanation does not prove that a treatment is effective. Reliable

evidence usually comes from well-designed studies that compare outcomes between groups.

Benefits may also reflect the setting in which care happens. Time, attention, expectations,

touch, and a supportive relationship can influence how someone feels. This does not mean an

improvement is imaginary, but it may make it harder to identify the treatment's specific effect.

Why it matters for your health

Some nontraditional approaches may help with a defined concern. Others may provide little

benefit, cost a great deal, or expose you to avoidable harm. Evidence for one use does not

automatically support every other claimed use.

"Natural" does not mean harmless. A plant or supplement can cause side effects, change

laboratory results, or interact with prescription and nonprescription medicines. The amount

and purity of an ingredient may also differ between products.

Regulation is not the same everywhere. In the United States, dietary supplements generally do

not receive Food and Drug Administration approval for safety and effectiveness before being

sold. Manufacturers are responsible for meeting legal requirements, and the FDA can take

action against unsafe or improperly marketed products.

Hands-on practices also require careful choice. Training, licensing, and professional oversight

differ by practice and location. Even when a therapy is generally low risk, it may be unsuitable

for someone with certain injuries, medical devices, bleeding risks, or other health

circumstances.
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Your reasons for considering an approach matter. Using relaxation training alongside medical

care is different from replacing needed assessment or treatment with an unproven product.

What can go wrong

Possible problems include adverse effects , meaning unwanted reactions to a product or

procedure. These might follow a supplement, skin preparation, injection, forceful manipulation,

or another hands-on treatment.

Medicine interactions can occur when an herb or supplement changes how another medicine

works. This can increase side effects or make treatment less effective. Interactions are

especially important when medicines require close control, such as blood thinners like warfarin

or apixaban , transplant medicines, seizure medicines, and some cancer treatments.

Other named risks include:

Arrange routine follow-up if a product or treatment causes a mild but persistent problem, does

not provide the expected benefit, or affects your regular treatment plan. Stop using a

suspected product until you can ask a pharmacist or clinician what to do, unless stopping it

would interrupt prescribed medical treatment.

Seek emergency help for trouble breathing, swelling of the face or throat, fainting, chest pain,

severe bleeding, a seizure, or sudden weakness or confusion after a product or procedure.

Contact a local poison service promptly if you may have taken the wrong product or amount.

- Contamination or adulteration , when a product contains germs, heavy metals, undeclared
drugs, or different ingredients than expected

- Physical injury , such as burns, infection, bleeding, nerve injury, or damage from forceful
treatment

- Delayed diagnosis or treatment , when an unproven approach replaces timely medical
assessment

- Financial harm , including repeated payments for unsupported tests, products, or
treatment packages

- False or misleading claims , especially promises to cure many unrelated conditions or
replace all standard care

What you can do

There is no single test that can label all nontraditional medicine as safe or effective. The useful
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checks are specific to the product, practitioner, health goal, and other care you receive.

Before starting, ask:

Show a pharmacist or clinician the full label or a clear photograph of any supplement. Include

the ingredient list and amount per serving. Mention teas, powders, traditional remedies,

vitamins, and products bought online, not only items you think of as medicines.

Keep a record of what you use, why you use it, when you started, and any changes you notice.

This makes it easier to review possible benefits or unwanted effects. Bring the record to

healthcare appointments.

Tell your healthcare team before using supplements if you are pregnant, breastfeeding,

preparing for surgery, or receiving treatment for a long-term condition. Do not stop or replace

prescribed treatment without discussing the change.

Independent quality certification may provide information about manufacturing and whether

listed ingredients are present. It does not prove that a product works or that it is safe for you.

Report suspected serious problems through your country's medicine-safety reporting service.

In the United States, consumers can report them through FDA MedWatch.

- What exact problem is this meant to help?

- What evidence supports this particular use?

- How will I know whether it is helping?

- What side effects and medicine interactions are known?

- What training, licence, or certification does the practitioner have?

- What will the full course cost?

- Could this delay or interfere with established care?

Common questions

Is nontraditional medicine the same as alternative medicine?

Not exactly. Alternative medicine replaces conventional care. Nontraditional medicine is

broader and can include approaches used either instead of or alongside conventional care.

Does a long history of use prove that something works?

No. Long use may provide useful information about cultural practice and possible effects, but it

does not replace careful safety and effectiveness studies.

Are supplements safer than prescription medicines?
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Not necessarily. Both can have biological effects and cause harm. Prescription medicines

usually undergo a formal approval process for specific uses. Dietary supplement rules are

different.

Can I use a complementary approach with regular treatment?

Sometimes, but the combination should be checked for interactions and conflicting goals. A

pharmacist can review products and medicines. The clinician managing your treatment can

explain whether an approach could affect planned tests or care.

How can I recognize a questionable claim?

Be cautious about guaranteed results, secret ingredients, claims to cure many unrelated

conditions, pressure to buy immediately, or advice to avoid all conventional care. Testimonials

are not a substitute for reliable evidence.

Sources

- National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health: Complementary, Alternative,
or Integrative Health-What's In a Name?

- National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health: Are You Considering a
Complementary Health Approach?

- National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health: Using Dietary Supplements
Wisely

- National Institutes of Health Office of Dietary Supplements: Dietary Supplements-What
You Need to Know

- U.S. Food and Drug Administration: Dietary Supplements

- U.S. Food and Drug Administration: How to Report a Problem with Dietary Supplements
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