Shopping for an alternative doctor

How to separate the hype from the help

ONA OKRAGLY HAD
learned to live with
an on-again, off-again
. backache. She duti-

fully performed the
daily stretching exer-
cises her primary care doctor recom-
mended, even though they didn’t always
ease her pain. Then one morning last
spring she woke up in agony. I could
barely get out of bed,” Okragly says.
Convinced her doctor had run out of
remedies, she called a friend whose
back pain had subsided after she began
seeing a chiropractor. “My friend was a
little hesitant to make a recommenda-
tion,” recalls Okragly. “I should have
picked up on that.”

But Okragly was in a hurry to get help.
At the end of a free consultation, the chi-
ropractor told Okragly that he’d need to
adjust her back three times a week for two
months. and then weekly for another
month or more. At more than $40 a visit
(none of it covered by her insurance), that
amounted to a major expense.

So she asked if he was willing 1o see her
less often, at least until she felt confident
that the treatment was doing some good.
The answer was no. “He had a formula and
he wasn't going to budge,” she says. 1 felt
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he wasn’l taking into account the way my
body might respond.” The final straw? He
offered a discount if she’d pay upfront for
the entire treatment plan. Turned off hy
his assembly-line approach, Okragly de-
cided to find a chiropractor who would
treat her as an individual. “I should have
pushed my friend to tell me why she was
uncomfortable with this guy.” says the
21-year-old Santa Cruz, California, an-
thropology student. “I was in bad shape
and could have saved some time.”

An estimated one in three Americans
turns to some form of unconventional
medical treatment for pain relief, basic
health care or to ease the symptoms of
chronic conditions (from insomnia and
allergies to chronic pain) that don’t re-
spond to conventional drugs or surgery.
While the demand for alternative care is

Training and practices

vary widely among individ-
uals. Regulation is spotty:

In some states, anyone
can hang out a shingle

and call herself a healer.,

Acupuncture can
provide great stress
relief-if you pick a
competent practitioner.

growing—and some (reatments are even
reimbursed by insurers—consumers can
have a tough time getting reliable infor-
mation about alternative practitioners.
Training, philosophies and practices vary
widely among disciplines as well as
among individuals. Regulation is spotty:
In some states anyone can hang oul a
shingle and call herself a holistic healer.

As with conventional doctors, however,
there are some basic guidelines for making
wise choices. Whether you're seeking help
from a chiropractor for back pain, acu-
puncture treatment to recover from a flu
more quickly or general medical care from
a preventive and herbal-medicine special-
ist like a naturopath, here’s what experts in
the fields of both alternative and main-
stream medicine say to look for:

Use your regular
doctor as a resource
In a 1993 study pub-
lished in The New Eng-
land Journal of Medi-
cine, David Eisenberg, M.D., director of
the Center for Alternative Medicine Re-
search al Beth Israel Deaconess Medical
Center in Boston, found that 70 percent of
patients who tried alternative therapies
never told their physicians. But sounding
out your doctor should be your first move,
he says. Your primary care doctor may be
able to help you weigh the risks and ben-
efits of treating your problem with a par-
ticular technique, give you a list of ques-
tions to bring to a practitioner or even
refer you directly to a specialist.

Stephanie Wilson, a New York City
writer, consulted her family doctor first
for her debilitating tension headaches.
Wilson’s doctor recommended an acu-
puncturist because results were likely to
be quicker than with physical therapy—a
factor her busy schedule demanded. The
three kept in touch through confer-
ence calls to see how the treatment
was working. Wilson says. “I felt
comforted that my doctor had ex-
perience with both the treatment
and the practitioner. There was
never a case of one fighting with
the other over what was the best
therapy for me.”

A small but growing number of
M.D.’s offer a mix (Continued)
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