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The use of complementary and integrative veterinary medicine has 

grown quickly in terms of clinical practice, research, and education and 

is emerging in importance regarding new resources in disease manage-

ment, especially chronic diseases, and challenging health problems. 

In 1996, an estimated 6% of responding U.S. pet owners used at least one 
form of complementary and alternative (CAM) therapies in caring for their 
pets.1 In a 2003 follow-up study, the percentage of CAM therapies use had 
increased to 21%.1 A 2006 survey found that 76% of owners used some form 
of CAM therapies, most commonly nutritional supplements, in dogs and 
cats with cancer.2 This trend suggests that clients will continue to demand 
CAM therapies, which will affect future pet health care delivery.

Following are 5 points that can help veterinary teams fit complementary and 
integrative medicine into the current medical model.

Understand the Terminology
The National Center for Complementary and Integrative Health, formerly 
the National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine, classi-
fies alternative medicine as an approach to healing used in place of conven-
tional medicine. Complementary medicine, on the other hand, is used 
together with conventional medicine. Mounting scientific evidence on 

the safety and efficacy of complementary treatments has led to a new term, 
integrative medicine (IM), described as 
the combination of conventional medicine 
with safe and evidence-based complemen-
tary medicine to maximize positive thera-
peutic outcomes and achieve optimal 
health and healing.3 For example, evidence 
suggests that acupuncture is a safe, effective 
therapy for managing chronic pain4 and 
nausea and vomiting.5 

Complementary and integrative veterinary 
medicine (CIVM) is the term most com-
monly used in veterinary medicine today.
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•  Know the Benefits

•  Consider the Modalities

•  Give Clients Appropriate Advice.
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Know the Goals
The intent of an integrative 
approach is to enhance over-
all health status, prevent dis-

ease, and alleviate debilitating clinical 
signs and conditions such as pain, sei-
zures, and paralysis. CIVM maintains 
the standards of medical and scientific 
practice principles and at the same 
time emphasizes:

•  A focus on wellness and 
prevention of illness

•  The incorporation of evidence-
based, safe, and ethical 
complementary therapies

•  An individual approach to any 
patient or clinical situation using 
the optimal modality available

•  Minimal use of prescription drugs 
and conventional therapies, 
resulting in cost savings and fewer 
adverse effects.

Know the Benefits
These therapies have the 
potential to:

•  Enhance the effectiveness of 
conventional medicine

•  Provide relief of clinical signs
•  Treat conditions that failed to 

respond to conventional medicine 
(eg, chronic pain, seizures, atopy) 

•  Avoid or reduce some medication 
adverse effects (eg, poor appetite, 
vomiting, diarrhea, lethargy, 
pain, elevated hepatic enzymes)

•  Minimize medication use (eg, 
reduced use of NSAIDs, use only 

appropriateness of CIVM use along 
with conventional treatment, present 
all available conventional and CIVM 
treatment options to the client, and 
discuss each specific modality’s advan-
tages and disadvantages. 

Most CIVM therapies tend to be safe 
with relatively low adverse effect  
profiles, particularly in the hands of 
experienced integrative veterinarians. 
Some therapies can be potentially 
dangerous,6,7 however, or may inter-
fere with the therapeutic effect of the 
conventional treatment when they 
are combined.7 For example, using 
low-level laser therapy for a tumor 
may instead stimulate tumor growth.7 
Also, for example, the herbs Ginkgo 
biloba, Angelica sinensis, or Salvia 
miltiorrhiza may interact with anti-
coagulants and thus increase bleed-
ing tendency.8 Potential benefits 
should always be assessed to out-
weigh any potential risks before 
using these therapies. 

Client consent should be obtained 
before any treatment. Once treatment 
has started, it is important to look for 
any adverse effects and to evaluate 
the disease progress and the patient’s 
condition. If the patient fails to 
improve or experiences undesired 
effects, the veterinarian must reeval-
uate the patient and decide whether 
an additional work-up is needed or 
the treatment modality should be 
changed.

as needed after a CIVM 
treatment series)

•  Enhance mental and physical 
health

•  Prevent disease
•  Improve well-being and quality  

of life.

Consider the  
Modalities 
The following common 
CIVM modalities could be 

added to the services a typical prac-
tice provides: 

•  Acupuncture
•  Dietary supplement & 

nutraceutical therapy
•  Extracorporeal shockwave therapy
•  Homeopathy
•  Hyperbaric oxygen therapy
•  Low-level laser therapy
•  Manual or manipulative therapy
•   Physical rehabilitation (eg, 

hydrotherapy, therapeutic 
ultrasound, therapeutic exercises)

•   Stem cell therapy
•   Western & Chinese herbal 

medicine.

Give Clients  
Appropriate Advice 
The first, most important 
step with CIVM is estab-

lishing a clinical diagnosis. Clients 
requesting advice on the use and inte-
gration of CIVM should first have 
their pets evaluated by a veterinarian. 
When a diagnosis is established, the 
veterinarian should evaluate the 
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Conclusion
In the future, there will be greater 
understanding of CIVM in the pro-
fession because efforts have increased 
to teach and implement the best of 
evidence-based CIVM principles 
into the standard veterinary school 
curriculum. A 2000 survey of U.S. 
veterinary schools found that 10 of 
24 schools offered a separate elective 
CIVM course.9 Eighty-seven per-
cent of respondents believed the cur-
riculum should include acupuncture, 
nutraceuticals, nutritional supple-
ments, and physical therapy.9 Several 
schools that did not offer a CIVM 
course in 2000 now include at least 
an elective course in their curricu-
lum (see New Standards).10 

The scientific foundation for many 
complementary approaches is still 
being built, but CIVM can provide 
the balance needed to create the best 
possible medicine or health care for 

the veterinarian, the client, and the 
patient.

The key is to incorporate this integra-
tive philosophy into veterinary educa-
tion so that primary care is enhanced 
and veterinarians are able to use inte-
grative therapies to facilitate health 
and improve patients’ quality of life. 
The integrative medicine of today 
may simply be the medicine of the 
new century.  
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New Standards
Veterinary schools that have added 
CIVM courses since 2000:

•  Louisiana State University 

•  University of California, Davis

•  University of Georgia

•  University of Maryland

•  University of Minnesota

•  Texas A&M University

•  Washington State University.
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