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ABSTRACT



The use of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) in North America has become more prevalent in the past decade, despite an inadequate understanding by both physicians and the patients of how the various therapies actually work [13,24,40].  Thus, this project is designed to guide the creation of an Internet homepage which will allow patients to educate themselves about TCM, how TCM can be applied to their own health, how one can access TCM in the Greater Toronto Area and to recognize the extent of health care coverage for TCM therapies.  A survey will be conducted to determine the opinions and desires of a key population within the Greater Toronto Area, a population comprised of those who have access to the Internet and are either interested in learning more about or are currently using TCM.  One must also recognize those who do not have the resources or knowledge to access the Internet but wish to use TCM, and how this disadvantaged population can acquire similar information available on the homepage.  It is predicted that there is very little information currently available to the public about TCM in Toronto and that the public will have a strong desire to learn more about TCM therapies. The homepage information can therefore be useful in guiding the patient to make an educated choice in their treatment options, particularly for diseases that are not curable by Western medicine.



�INTRODUCTION



Traditional Chinese Medicine - From China to North America



	Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) has been used in China for over 5,000 years.  With a population of approximately 1.2 billion and limited national resources, Chinese society has able to treat and prevent many illnesses using a method of health care that has baffled North American health care professionals for centuries.  Use of TCM is particularly prevalent and effective in the remote rural areas of China, where access to main hospitals is extremely difficult.  For example, herbal preparations account for 30% to 50% of the total medicinal consumption [4].

	The World Health Organization (WHO) has also recognized that the use of Traditional Medicines are important, particularly in third world countries that rely heavily on Traditional Medicines due to their lack of resources for more advanced Western medicine [4,5].  In 1977, the WHO created a Traditional Medicine Programme to conduct research and to set standards and guidelines for the safe use of Traditional medicines.

	Recently, we have seen an increase in the use and practice of TCM in North America.  A 1993 survey by Statistics Canada has shown that approximately 20% of Canadians (i.e. 3.6 million) have consulted an alternative medicine practitioner within the past 6 months [26].  This level is even higher when we look to statistics from the U.S., with numbers reaching as high as 1/3 of the population [13].  Spending for alternative medicine in Canada has reached over $1 billion, most of which is not covered by provincial health care plans [3].  The estimated number of 425 million visits to alternative practitioners in 1990 equaled the total number of visits to primary care physicians in the U.S. [13].

	Reasons for the increase in use of TCM in North America can be attributed to many factors.  An increase in the immigrant population in Canada from overseas countries is one attributing factor.  Immigrants tend to bring with them their values and perceptions about health and illnesses and these values can eventually influence the health care services in North America.  Some individuals may desire more natural forms of medicine for diseases that mainstream Western medicine cannot cure.  Such illness include allergies, chronic pain, chronic fatigue syndrome, HIV/AIDS and others [1].  Finally, one must consider the relatively lower cost and fewer side effects that TCM has, making it an attractive form of alternate health therapy.







Definitions of Unconventional Medicines



	Whether TCM is categorized as a form of alternative or complementary medicine will depend upon how the therapy is used by the patient.  Alternative medicine is traditionally defined as those forms of health care practices that are used to replace mainstream Western medicine, do not meet the standards of North American medical community, are not taught by most North American medical schools and are not available in most North American hospitals [13,16,23,39].  Such forms of therapies include Chiropractic, Homeopathy, Biofeedback, Iridology, Naturopathy and TCM.  Most individuals who use alternative medicine as their only form of health care therapy are typically those who have exhausted their resources for mainstream therapies and are seeking other forms of treatment.  The use of pure alternative medicine in Canada only reaches a very small percentage (2%) of the total population [26].

	Complementary medicine refers to similar modality of therapies that were described above as “alternative”, but instead are used as an adjunct to mainstream medicine.  These therapies are popular in cancer patients undergoing chemotherapy or radiation therapy.  The side effects from these toxic treatment sessions can be greatly reduced with various forms of complementary medicine [7,9].

	TCM can be categorized as either alternative or complementary medicine, depending on how the patient utilizes the treatment.  The theory behind TCM is based on the belief that within every human body there exists two opposing forms of energy, the Yin and the Yang.  A healthy individual will have a balanced flow of these forces, whereas those who suffer from illnesses and symptoms result from an imbalance of these energies [42].  The cause of the imbalance of forces are multifactorial and can be related to both the internal and external surrounding environment.  Diagnosis by TCM practitioners tend to focus more on whole body interactions rather than direct organ systems commonly used by Western physicians.  TCM Treatment is then directed towards eliminating the cause of the illness by treating both the physical and mental aspects of the disease.

	The different types of TCM are listed in Table 1. The TCM practitioner will typically use more than one form of treatment for a particular illness, and the types of treatment will be tailored towards each individual.



Table 1.  Various Modalities of TCM [1,42]

Therapy�Usage��Acupuncture�Insertion of needles into the body at precise points to guide the flow of energy, scientifically proven to induce analgesia and to boost the immune system��Chinese Herbal Medicine�Plants, minerals and animal extracts consumed in a form of a tea��Cupping�Heated glass cups creating a vacuum on the surface of the body��Qi Gong�Controlled breathing exercises��Tai Chi�Exercises done in a slow and patterned format��Tui Na�Massage therapy��Moxabustion�Burning of the herb moxa (Artermesia vulgaris) on the surface of the skin��

TCM and the Determinants of Health



	Health and illness is considered by some to be two separate entities, while others feel that the two are interrelated.  Dunn has proposed a conceptual model whereby health and illness exist as a continuum [29].  This continuum is described with health and illness (i.e. death) at opposite ends of the spectrum.  Although Western medicine tends to treat symptoms and illnesses quite effectively, it is TCM and other forms of alternative medicine that have the greatest impact on the prevention of illness and the maintenance of health.

Canadian health care officials have advocated the prevention of illness through health promotion and education of the public [18].  By increasing public awareness and responsibility for their own health, it is anticipated that this will result in a decrease utilization of health care resources.  The fact that patients are willing to search for methods of TCM on their own without the advice of their physicians, shows that individuals are trying to take charge of their own health status.  Practicing physicians in Canada often express their frustration in that although they are able to treat most symptoms, they are relatively ineffective in the prevention of diseases [28]. 

This is where TCM and its holistic forms of therapy can modify the important determinants of health that Western medicine may not be as effective.  The 3 main determinants are listed in Table 2.



Table 2.  Major Determinants of Health Categories and Their Associated Factors [27,28].

�Biological	genetic predisposition, nutrition, psychoneuroimmunological

Social	work hierarchy, social networks, prenatal/childhood experiences

�Physical	home and surrounding environment, education, income



TCM itself has very little effect on the physical determinants, while the main social factor affected is stress.  For example, exercises such as Tai Chi can greatly reduce the levels of stress.  The greatest factor that TCM can modify is the biological determinants, particularly the psychoneuroimmunological aspects of health.  Although this area is still controversial, there are studies to show a significant influence of health by various mental factors [28].  It has been suggested that there is a key link between the function of our central nervous system with our immune system such that a healthy mind can boost our host defense mechanisms.  The latest area of interest in this field relates to the association between the use of complementary medicine and the improved outcome of those with HIV and AIDS [10].  Some have attributed this response to a placebo effect, but firm conclusions cannot be made until more research becomes available.



The Physician’s Perspective of TCM



	Throughout the current body of literature written about alternative medicine, there is a general belief that physicians and other health care professionals in North America have not accepted TCM as a mainstream form of medicine and, thus, do not include its use in their practices.  One study looked at the prevalence of TCM use by physicians in Canada by surveying 200 general practitioners in Ontario in 1994 [39].  Results showed that 54% of physicians sampled had referred their patients to a complementary medicine practitioner. Less than 10% of these physicians actually felt that they understood the treatment method to which they were referring their patients.  The three main accepted modalities of complementary medicines were Chiropractic (83% referral rate), Acupuncture (42%) and Hypnosis (17%), while homeopathy and reflexology were considered the least efficacious [38].  A similar study showed that physicians in Quebec had referral rates up to 68% [15].

	The main barrier to increasing the implementation of TCM in a physician’s practice is due to the lack of scientific evidence for the efficacy and safety of the therapies used.  This stems from the fact that basic scientific research techniques used by the North American medical community are difficult to apply to TCM therapies [10,34].  The classic Western medical research theory is based upon a reductionist isolation method to determine the single active compound by which a therapy’s mechanism works.  Unfortunately, TCM works in a more holistic fashion by integrating many treatment factors that function in synergy to bringing health to an individual.  For example, Chinese herbs typically are made of more than one compound that are carefully weighed and consumed in the form of a soup or tea.



The Sources of TCM in Toronto



	The Toronto Yellow Pages lists many individuals who practice TCM, some of whom are also medical physicians while others are only trained in TCM.  Metropolitan Toronto libraries also provide a free copy of The Alternative Health Services Directory [35], which is a comprehensive compilation of advertisements from various alternative medicine practitioners in Toronto.  How will consumers know which service is reliable and which ones are not?  Currently there are no sources of information which can direct the public to a safe use of TCM in Toronto.  In fact, most health care professionals in Toronto (including public health officials, social workers, multicultural centers, etc.) could not provide an adequate suggestion for where one could begin looking for TCM.  The reason for the lack of information is that Ontario currently does not have a regulatory body for practitioners of TCM.  Despite the various TCM organizations that are listed in Table 3, they function mainly to teach individuals the practice of TCM.  Any person with the time and money needed to enroll in one of these classes can write a non-standardized certification examination.  Once they pass the exam, they receive a certificate which allows them to practice TCM in Canada.  The main concern of the public and health care professionals is whether some practitioners whom do not have a proper medical education background will be able to properly diagnose a patient’s illness and direct appropriate therapy.



�Table 3.  TCM Organizations in Ontario

Chinese Medicine & Acupuncture Academy of Toronto

Ontario College of Acupuncture and Chinese Medicine

Institute of Traditional Chinese Medicine

Acupuncture Foundation of Canada Institute

�



Canadians and the Internet



	What other sources of information are available to the public about TCM?  Public libraries may be a good starting point, but they may not contain recent information relevant to a patient’s needs.  Academic libraries such as those located at the University of Toronto have a rich source of publications on TCM.  These journals can be hard to locate and the material is often written at a level which is difficult to synthesize even for University graduates.  The most recent form of education has become the Internet, a vast network of computers encompassing the entire world.  The most popular aspect of the Internet is the ability to transfer information in a very rapid rate.  For example, sending mail from Canada to Hong Kong through Canada’s postal service would take roughly 7-10 days, whereas message delivery through  electronic mail (email) would require a few minutes.

	Surveys conducted in 1996 by Statistics Canada show that 34% of Canadians own a home computer, and that half of these computers have a modem and are capable of surfing the Internet.  A modem is a electronic device which allows one computer to communicate with another via telephone lines) [17].  The growth of Internet use within the past decade has been exponential.  The trend should continue to grow as the home computer becomes more affordable.

	Among the many forms of information transfer through the Internet, the most popular format is that of the World Wide Web homepage.  The homepage incorporates useful information with multimedia images and sound.  Once the appropriate information is programmed on a homepage, others from around the world can access this information 24 hours a day. This homepage will then run by itself without the need of a human operator.  New information can be easily added to the homepage, making it a up-to-date source of information.

	Health information for both the physician and the patient is also readily available on the Internet.  Health Canada has created a homepage that provides various health information topics. Most major North American hospitals also have their own homepages, including the Toronto  Hospital and The Hospital for Sick Children [36,37].  These homepages provide information for patients as well as staff directories and a overview of the services that are available from the hospital.



Barriers to Accessing Information from the Internet



	Although modern technology provides many advantages to our society, there can also be disadvantages.  One difficulty in retrieving information from the Internet is the immensity of  information available.  If the neophyte computer user is not familiar with the ways to effectively search the Internet, the large amounts of irrelevant information can be discouraging.  As an aid to the Internet user there are various search engines that allow searches using key words.  With the arrival of electronic publishing, anyone with a computer and access to an Internet provider can ‘publish’ their own research results or opinions on a homepage without the proper peer review that we are accustomed to in traditional paper research publications [20,33].  This form of information can be incomplete, misleading or inaccurate.  This is particularly dangerous when it pertains to information about health, since the public can readily access this information and inappropriately apply it to their own health.  Currently there are efforts aimed in an attempt to regulate the information being published on the Internet, but guidelines will be difficult to establish and enforce since the Internet is a decentralized and global medium [33].

Finally, the information provided on the Internet can only be accessed if one has a computer.  Those who lack the financial resources to own a computer, or who do not have the knowledge to use a computer will not be able to get the same type of information that others who are more affluent or educated would be able to receive.



Pivotal Agency: Division of Educational Computing



	The Division of Educational Computing (DEC) is located in the Medical Sciences Building at the University of Toronto.  It is a subdivision of the Faculty of Medicine and is supervised by Dr. Lawrence Spero, MD.  The main goal of the DEC is to provide an additional medium of medical education for students and staff of the Faculty of Medicine.  This teaching medium which involves various aspects of computers, is more interactive than the traditional classroom lectures, but can  provide a safer learning environment than that of the hospital ward.

	With an annual budget of over $300,000 (funded directly from the Faculty of Medicine) and 2 full-time staff members, the DEC has been able to purchase 83 Internet ready workstations within the 3 computer labs.  Most computers are the latest Pentium 133MHz machines that can run all of the current software available on the market.  Programs include basic email, Internet browsers (for homepage viewing), file transferring, basic science tutorials (Physiology, Biochemistry, etc.), full electronic medical textbooks (Merck Manual, Harrison’s Principles of Internal Medicine), clinical simulations, word processing and statistics & data analysis.  As well, users with Internet access outside the university can view the various student organized homepages from the Medical Society (MedSoc), University of Toronto Medical Journal and International Health Project.  The agency also hosts field trips from junior high and high school students from around Toronto, as well as the Saturday project which is hosted by medical students and allows teenagers to surf the net for free.



The HIC Project Description



	Clearly a health issue exists such that the public who wish to access TCM in Toronto do not have adequate resources of information to direct them to reliable TCM practitioners.  The DEC agency was thus chosen for the Health, Illness and Community course project due to the resources it could provide in determining what sources of TCM health information were already available on the Internet, public knowledge about TCM and what information they wanted from a TCM homepage.  Also, the tools to create and maintain a working homepage were readily available.  The target population that the homepage will be designed for will be comprised mainly of those individuals who wish to use or learn more about TCM but are 1) non-Chinese or cannot speak the Chinese language, 2) do not have prior knowledge of TCM and its practices, and 3) do not have relatives or friends who can guide them to effective and safe TCM uses in Toronto.  An important social issue that was alluded to earlier in this report is how will those who lack the resources to access the Internet be able to gain the same type of information that will be provided by the homepage created from this project?



METHODS



Activities at the DEC Agency



	The major activities that were performed at the DEC agency are as follows: conducting a full search of the Internet for existing homepage information about TCM for practitioners and the public, searches for research publications for TCM related subjects, recruitment of individuals for the project survey and creation of the Toronto TCM homepage.  The staff at the DEC were very helpful in providing key information and hints to searching for html authoring tools on the Internet.  My experience with this agency was an excellent learning opportunity and I would strongly recommend this agency for any future students who are interested in choosing a project that is highly flexible in the subject matter.



Data Searching



	All data searches were done using the web browser Netscape 3.0 to view various homepages created by others on the Internet.  As well, a full literature search was performed on the MedLine database located on the University of Toronto’s library system.



Survey of Opinions and Knowledge of TCM in Toronto



	A survey was created to determine the level of Internet usage by the population, their opinions, knowledge levels and usage of TCM, and what they believed would be the most useful information that a TCM homepage could contain.



Recruitment of Survey Participants



	Individuals were sought to complete the survey from various Usenet newsgroups on the Internet.  The Usenet is a discussion forum that allows users from around the world to be able to ask questions or post comments about a subject matter within a specific newsgroup.  Other readers are then able reply to the original article either directly through email or by posting a reply for all to read.  Is has been estimated that the number of readers subscribed to any particular newsgroup will vary, up to a few million depending upon the popularity of the newsgroup [14].  A brief description of the project along with a request for survey participants was then posted to the newsgroups listed in Table 4.



Table 4.  Usenet Newsgroups Used to Recruit Survey Participants

NEWSGROUP NAME�TOPIC OF GROUP��tor.general�General discussion of Toronto events��torfree.general�Toronto’s FreeNet group��ont.general�Topics pertaining to the province of Ontario��ut.general�University of Toronto group��ut.chinese�University of Toronto Chinese readers��sci.med�General medical discussion��sci.med.nutrition�Aspects of nutrition��sci.med.pharmacy�Prescription drugs discussion��misc.health.alternative�Various alternative health therapies��alt.folklore.herbs�Use of herbs for health and illnesses��



	Once an individual had volunteered to complete the survey, a copy of the survey was then sent by email and was completed online and returned via email.  All data from subjects was kept confidential and the option to terminate their participation in the project at any time was given.  A total of 18 participants were recruited, 7 of which were from the Greater Toronto Area and the remainder being from other North American cities.  All subjects had access to the Internet and had used TCM in the past.



Limitations of the Survey



	The project had initially been intended to sample only those individuals who were from the Greater Toronto Area.  Due to the small number of volunteers recruited from Toronto, participants from other North American cities were also accepted to be used as a comparison.  The opinions summarized from the surveys are not likely a complete representation of the Toronto population. The survey was also available only to those who have access to the Internet, and so a large sample population without Internet access could not be surveyed.  Finally, one must take into account that all of the survey respondents had already used TCM in their past and were familiar in how to access TCM in their respective cities.  Thus, the results from those who have never used TCM were not determined.



Creation of the Internet Homepage



	The homepage was programmed using HTML Notepad by Cranial Software, a Windows 95 compatible HTML authoring software package.



RESULTS



Characteristics of the Sampled Population



	Results from the surveys showed that of the 7 respondents who lived in Toronto, 4 were currently living in the downtown area, while 3 resided in the surrounding GTA.  The age of the population varied from 18 to 55, with the majority of subjects within the 20-40 age group bracket (14/18 subjects).  Sex distribution was 12 females and 6 males.  4 participants were of Chinese descent and only 2 of the 4 were able to speak Chinese (Cantonese or Mandarin).  The majority of the subjects had a university level of education or higher (16/18) and gross family income varied from less than $20,000 to over $100,000 per year.



Subject’s Usage of Internet



	When asked whether the subjects had to pay for their Internet access, 11 responded that they did pay directly, while the remaining 7 replied that they had access from their schools.  The majority of access to the Internet were from the home (15/18) while the remaining had access either from school or at work.  The main reasons for using the Internet were 1) to communicate with friends and family via email, 2) for work or research related tasks, 3) for self-education and 4) for entertainment.



TCM Usage Among the Subjects Sampled



	The main source of TCM knowledge that the subjects had learned from were books and friends, followed by a TCM practitioner and others including the media, the Internet or their family physician.  All of the subjects questioned had used TCM sometime in the past, with Chinese herbs being the most popular modality used (13/18), followed by Acupuncture (5/18) and others including Qi Gong, Tai Chi and massage therapy.  The costs of TCM varied from $3 (herbs only) to $50 per Acupuncture session, requiring 2-3 sessions per week for 1 month.  Only 3 subjects responded that they have health plans which covered the costs of Acupuncture when performed by a physician, while others had no knowledge of any TCM therapy coverage..

	When questioned about their family physician’s familiarity with TCM, 13/18 said ‘NO’, while the 5 that replied ‘YES’ said that their family doctor either had a very limited knowledge of TCM or that they had trained previously in China.  The need to regulate TCM was also questioned, and 15 subjects wanted to see some sort of regulatory body formed to control the practice of TCM, while the 3 who argued against regulation mentioned the difficulty in control a natural substance found in Chinese herbs.

	Finally, when subjects were asked what they considered as useful information on a TCM homepage, they listed the following in order of importance: 1) evidence from scientific research about the efficacy and safety of TCM therapies, 2) the indications for the proper use of TCM for specific illnesses, 3) the history and philosophy behind TCM, 4) health plan coverage for TCM practices and 5) accessibility of TCM in Toronto.



CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS



The Social Issue: Can the Disadvantaged Access TCM?



	Previous studies have shown that the use of TCM is more prevalent particularly in females, those who have a higher level of education and also those with a higher level of income [13,31].  A similar finding was also observed in the results of this project’s survey, showing a predominance of female respondents and a majority of those whom had at least a university degree or higher.  However, income levels were evenly distributed among TCM users from this project.  These results bring into focus the fact that those with a lower level of both education and income will likely have difficulty in attaining TCM therapies that may be beneficial.  In fact, the overall cost of TCM therapies are considerably lower when compared to the costly procedures of most Western medicinal treatments.

Some health plans in Toronto do cover Acupuncture when an illness diagnosed by a physician can likely benefit from Acupuncture and when the procedure is performed by a licensed and TCM-trained physician.  Many health plans currently do not offer coverage for TCM.  It has been argued that this may be considered a two-tiered health care system, where the rich and educated are able to access another modality of therapy [32].  If Canadian health care is to follow their own mandate of “providing accessible, affordable and appropriate health services for all”, then they must make changes to the accessibility TCM and other forms of alternative medicines [18].  Suggestions for guidelines to health coverage of TCM practices include 1) access only through referral, 2) coverage for a handful of specific conditions based on a review of the scientific literature and 3) mandatory utilization review following a specified number of visits [40].

	If the disadvantaged cannot obtain information from their physicians or community health centers in Toronto about TCM, the social issue arises in that will this group be able to access TCM health information from the Internet?  Recent survey data from Statistics Canada have shown a clear relationship between the income of a family with how likely that family will own a home computer that is Internet ready [14].  Similarly, the results from this study showed that all of the subjects who replied to the survey had paid for their Internet access (either directly or indirectly through school tuition).  The number of free public terminals with Internet access is sparse in Toronto, mostly being computers located in Metropolitan public libraries.  But possessing the knowledge to use a computer effectively is a major barrier that prevents those from using the Internet [14].  Therefore, TCM information must be delivered to this group in another fashion.  The initiating factor to the delivery of health information to the community is through an increase in scientific research of TCM therapies.  From here, convincing data will increase awareness of TCM in health care professionals.  Eventually this will lead to the dissemination of information to the public by individuals going out into the public and educating the people directly.  We should never lose sight of the fact that direct human interaction is still the basis in the process of health education and that society must continue to improve on the ways the health knowledge can be distributed out to the public.



Scientific Research on TCM



	From the survey results of this project and other opinions polls of the public and physicians, it has been shown that there is a great need for a research into TCM therapies [3,10,24].  By providing evidence that TCM use is more effective than a simple placebo effect, without doing any harm to the individual, it is anticipated that more physicians will incorporate the use of TCM into their current medical practices.  The key philosophical differences in the theory of TCM and Western medicine is the key restricting factor that prevents the North American style of research to provide any insight into the effectiveness of TCM.  Thus, it has been proposed that we focus our attention more towards the use of clinical outcomes studies in TCM.  It has been estimated that the North American medical community only understands the mechanisms behind the treatment of 20% of the Western therapies used.  Meanwhile, the remaining 80% of treatment protocols used are based upon clinical outcomes research showing that a treatment option is effective for a particular illness, without the understanding of its mechanism of action [23].  For example, the mechanism by which methotrexate can help in ectopic pregnancies is still a mystery, yet hospitals across North America have accepted this as an effective means to treat ectopic pregnancies while balancing out the possible side effects it may have [16].  Thus, if the clinical outcomes research technique can be effectively applied to TCM therapies, it is hoped that TCM will become a mainstream form of treatment in the future of North American health care [23].

	The Pharmaceutical industry is still reluctant to research TCM therapies.  Companies fear that the funds which they invest into research may not be profitable, since patents for most of the naturally occurring substances (plants, minerals, etc.) cannot be issued.  However, there are some companies that are isolating single active extracts and purifying these extracts to be used as prescription drugs.  One such example is McNeil Consumer Products and their use of the herb feverfew as a migraine prophylaxis to create their product called Tanacet [11].  Whether physicians will advocate the use of this product or other similar products is uncertain.

The incorporation of TCM with mainstream medical practices are being tested in two different health centers in Canada.  The first center created in Nova Scotia under the their Medical Society is the Complementary Health Clinic.  This center has been very popular with patients and conducts both research and therapy with TCM by trained physicians [23,30].  Recently, British Columbia has created a similar center as part of their Vancouver Hospital and Health Science Center.  The Tzu Chi Institute for Complementary and Alternative Medicine is headed by Dr. Wah Jun Tze, who is an MD trained in North America.  The ultimate aim of the institute is to integrate traditional Asian therapies to that of mainstream Western medicine [1,25].  No such center is planned for Ontario, despite the high number of TCM practitioners and high population of Chinese and non-Chinese public that are willing to use TCM therapies.



The Regulation of TCM Practitioners



	The are current no guidelines by which a TCM practitioner must follow to legally practice in Canada.  Some TCM practitioners can be trained by a course offered by one of many organizations listed in Table 3 and be certified if they pass a written exam.  There are also many practitioners who are either trained from another country (especially China) or are self-proclaimed experts in TCM and practice without being accountable for their actions.  Thus, the results of this project’s survey and many others have voiced the concern from the public for a need of a regulatory body to ensure the safety of the TCM practice [1,8,23].  Most individuals agree that government involvement is not the solution, but rather a panel of physicians or reputable  TCM practitioners can be useful.  This group will then be able to weed out the ‘quacks and fly-by-night salesmen’ whom make TCM appear as a disreputable form of health therapy.  Recommendations for the roles of such a regulatory panel would be to create standards of practice for TCM users, a licensing exam for all TCM practitioner (regardless of where they received their training) and to warn the public about therapies that claim miracle cure but are yet unproven.  Steps towards the safe use of Chinese herbs has been initiated with the Drugs Directorate of Health Canada issuing registered Drug Identification Numbers (DIN) of safely tested herbs under Canada’s Food and Drugs Act and Regulations [2].  Also, British Columbia has created a College of Acupuncture in hopes to set standards for the safe practice of Acupuncture in that province.

	In recent developments, a bill to amend the Medicine Act in Ontario unanimously passed a second reading on May 9, 1997.  If this bill can pass its third and final reading, it will recognize herbs and acupuncture as legitimate forms of medical therapy in Ontario. Liberal MPP Monte Kwinter, who introduced the private member’s bill, notes that physicians in Ontario are afraid to suggest alternative methods to their patients due to strong opposition by the Ontario College of Physicians and Surgeons.



The Physician’s View of TCM



	Both the public and the physician’s view about their own familiarity with TCM is rather limited [23,39].  Despite the lack of knowledge in this field, studies have shown that North American physicians are referring their patients to complementary practitioners [39].  As well, it has been shown that over half of the patients using complementary medicine have not informed their family physicians about this [41].  The main reason they do not reveal this information is fear of disapproval by their family doctor.  This suggests that the public views the medical practice as having a non-accepting and rigid stance when it comes to TCM in the health practice.  If physicians want to establish a strong and trusting doctor-patient relationship, they must keep an open and non-judgmental mind about their patients who use TCM.  The physician must realize that these patients may simply have no other choice for treatment of their chronic illnesses that have not respond to mainstream medicine.

	The physicians of today should incorporate questioning of their patients about the specific use of any alternative medicines as part of the standard history taking checklist.  By determining what types of medicine or herbs that a patient may be using, adverse interactions of TCM with Western medications may by avoided.  It is also important that physicians ask specific questions about the use of TCM, rather than simply inquiring about the use in a broad sense.  This recommendation is important since some users (particularly the Chinese population) do not consider some TCM as medical therapy.  Instead they view TCM as a part of their everyday cultural lifestyle.  It is recommended that physicians require some form training in TCM during their medical education to allow proper patient management.  Some North American medical schools have begun to implement formal training in alternative medicine into their curriculum [12,22].  Canadian medical schools such as McGill University and McMaster University are also considering incorporating alternative medicine education in their programs.  Pharmacists graduating from the University of Toronto have also received formal training in an alternative medicine course, with 50% of this course focusing on herbal medications [11].



The TCM Homepage



	As a result of the background research and survey conducted for this project, a homepage was created using the resources of the DEC to guide both the first time user and experienced user of TCM in Toronto.  The website is now fully functional and can be viewed using a standard Internet web browser such as Netscape 3.0 or Microsoft’s Internet Explorer at the following address: http://www.geocities.com/HotSprings/8801/TCMmain.html (note that the characters are case sensitive).  This address will be registered with the major Internet information search engines such as Yahoo, Infoseek and Alta Vista [6,19,43], thus providing the public with an easy way to search for TCM information in Toronto by entering a keyword.

The main introductory page of the homepage is attached to the appendix of this report and shows basic links to the user concerning the philosophy of TCM, explanations and indications of the various modalities of TCM, recent published articles about TCM, a partial list of TCM practitioners in Ontario, basic tips for first time users of TCM, and other website links containing additional information about TCM and other forms of alternative medicine.  A counter is included with the homepage to record the number of visitors that have viewed the homepage, along with a link to provide feedback to the original author of the homepage.  New information about TCM, such as scientific discoveries or changes to legislation, can be easily added to the homepage.  It is expected that the Internet public will be able to utilize the information provided and allow them to make an educated decision for using TCM in a safe fashion.



Summary



	Health information that one can access through the Internet can be valuable if used in a proper manner.  It is important to stress that medically oriented websites should not act as a substitute for the physician, but rather to act as a facilitator to promote enhancement of the doctor-patient relationship and to allow the patient a sense of control over their illnesses and to make educated choices in the treatment options.
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�Appendix



Addresses of TCM Organizations in Ontario:



Acupuncture Foundation of Canada Institute

P.O. Box 93688

Shoppers World Postal Outlet

3003 Danforth Avenue

Toronto, Ontario

M4C 5R5

(416)752-3988



Institute of Traditional Chinese Medicine

Office of the Dean

368 Dupont Street

Toronto, Ontario

M5R 1V9

(416)925-6752



Ontario College of Acupuncture and Chinese Medicine

658 Danforth Avenue, Suite 413

Toronto, Ontario

M4J 1L1

(416)560-2340



Chinese Medicine & Acupuncture Academy of Toronto

Main training center

3950 14th Avenue, #609

Markham, Ontario

L3R 0A9

(905)305-9606



�Sample of the survey used for this project:



Hi,

	Thank you for participating in my project on Traditional Chinese Medicine use.  The below survey can be filled out online and simply resent back to me via email.  Please feel free to add any additional information as it will certainly be invaluable to my project.  Thanks again.

--------------

Traditional Chinese Medicine in Toronto

Survey



Please note that information submitted through this survey will remain in strict confidentiality and under no circumstances will the individual be identified.  Data from the accumulated surveys will be analyzed and presented in a summarized fashion for research purposes only.



The survey participant can refuse to answer any of the following questions that they choose, or withdraw their survey information at any time.



--

Please indicate your answers in the blank spaces or choose the appropriate multiple choice answer.  



TCM = Traditional Chinese Medicine, including Acupuncture, Herbal medicine, Tai Chi, Qi Quong, etc.



Which newsgroup did you see this survey posted in? - 



Basic Information:

Age - 

Sex - 

Race - 

Languages spoken/written - 

Indicate your area of residence -



Your level of education -

a. high school		b. university/college		c. post-graduate

(if you answered b. or c. please specify the degrees that you have attained)



Approximate income range (total household income) -

a. 0-$20,000		b. $20,000-$50,000		c. $50-$100,000	d. $100,000+



Type of internet access (more than 1 answer is ok) -

a. school	b. work		c. home		d. library



Do you pay for you internet access? -

If you answered 'Yes' to the above, does the cost restrict your usage of the internet?



Your primary use of the Internet -

(please rank in order from 1 to 4, 1=most important)

a. communication with friends/family		b. self-education/improvement

c. entertainment					d. work-related research, etc



Have you used any Traditional Chinese Medicines within the past 6 months

(Acupunture, Herbal Remedies, Tai Chi, Qi Gong, etc)



(If you answered 'yes' to the above, please list the types of TCM used, what 

they were used for and its effectiveness)



Where did you learn TCM from? (more than 1 answer is ok)

a. Internet			e. TCM practitioner

b. family physician		f. media (newspaper, tv, etc)

c. friends/family members	g. Organization

d. books			h. other (please specify)	



Is your family physician familiar with TCM?  (If yes, please indicate their level of expertise in TCM)



Your approximate cost per month for using TCM?  (please specify doctor fees from medicine fees)



Do you think that accessing TCM in your city is difficult?  If you answer 'yes', what do you think are the difficulties? (such as cost, not enough information, poor physician knowledge, etc).



Do you think that TCM (especially Acupuncture or herbs) should be regulated by some central/governmental control to ensure safety for the public users? (i.e. only allow MDs to practice acupuncture, ban dangerous herbs, etc)



Include any additional thoughts about TCM (effectiveness, cost, access in your city)



What type of TCM information would you like to see on a website?  (You can choose more than 1 answer)

a. scientifically proven and safe uses of TCM		d. how TCM can be accessed in your city

b. specific illnesses that TCM is used for			e. Health Care coverage for TCM

c. the history and philosophy of TCM			f. others (please specify)



Additional comments about TCM -



Thank you for completing this survey.  If you have further comments or questions about this research project, please feel free to contact the author by email at raymond.tsang@utoronto.ca.



--

Raymond Tsang, MSc (Physiology)

Year II Medical Student

University of Toronto


