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ABSTRACT

One of the most prominent criticisms levelled towards traditional & complementary
medicine (T&CM) is the lack of sufficient proof of quality, safety and efficacy of most
T&CM therapies. Furthermore, studies have shown that doctors are often unprepared to
discuss or draw appropriate conclusions concerning T&CM. These problems are further
compounded by the absence of ethical guidelines for doctors when at the interface of
conventional medicine and T&CM. Setting on this background, this study sought to
address a gap in local policy and literature by proposing recommendations on ethical
practices when doctors are at the interface of conventional medicine and T&CM. The
study employed a library-based research method to examine the current development
of Malaysia’s T&CM regulatory framework, and it is followed by an analysis of the
ethical dilemmas faced by doctors concerning T&CM. The ethical dilemmas analysed
focused on the conflict between respect for autonomy and paternalism, issues with the
doctor-patient relationship, and emerging issues relating to the promising therapeutic
effect of traditional herbal medicine during a pandemic. Following the analysis, this
study developed recommendations on the most appropriate ethical practices, which can
be divided into three main components. Begin with ‘Pre-Care’ which was intended for
relevant stakeholders to make strategic interventions in knowledge dissemination.
Following that, ‘During-Care’ encompassed eight pillars of an ethical framework for
doctors when at the interface of conventional medicine and T&CM. Finally, ‘Post-Care’
addressed the duty to report harmful or adverse events related to T&CM. This study
aimed to assist the medical fraternity and key stakeholders to take necessary
interventions by incorporating ethical practices in T&CM, in order to ensure patients
receive the utmost benefit while minimising potential harms.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1  Background of the Study

Traditional and complementary medicine (T&CM) has been extensively used
worldwide for disease prevention, diagnosis, and treatment (World Health Organization
[WHO], 2001). The population from low- and middle-income countries have
contributed to the increased use of T&CM in recent years (Gureje et al., 2015). A
systematic review shows that eastern countries have higher rates of national T&CM
usage compared to western countries (Harris, Cooper, Relton, & Thomas, 2012). For
instance, Asian countries like Japan, South Korea and Malaysia each recorded 76%,
75%, and 56% of 12-month prevalence of national T&CM usage by general
populations, respectively, as opposed to western countries like the United States of
America (US), the United Kingdom (UK), and Canada (38%, 26%, and 12%
respectively) (Harris et al., 2012). Nevertheless, other affluent countries such as
Australia have also recorded a high national T&CM usage at 52% (MacLennan, Wilson,
& Taylor, 2002). These findings demonstrate that the prevalent use of T&CM in various
countries may be influenced by historical background and cultural beliefs.

People have chosen T&CM in treating their illness for different reasons, with
perceived benefits and safety of T&CM being the most apparent motives for the usage
(Tangkiatkumjai, Boardman, & Walker, 2020). Others believe that conventional
medicine does not treat an individual’s bodily, psychological, or spiritual needs
sufficiently (White, 2000; Zhu & Chan, 2018). The inadequacy of conventional
medicine leads patients to seek T&CM, either as an alternative or as complementary
medicine. A significant proportion of people with chronic or life-threatening illnesses
have used T&CM at some stage throughout their condition, especially when being
informed by doctors that conventional medicine is ineffective in treating their illnesses
(Institute of Medicine (US) Committee on the Use of Complementary and Alternative
Medicine by the American Public [IOM], 2005).

It is pertinent to note that, the term ‘complementary and alternative medicine’
(CAM) is frequently used in literature to address a non-mainstream health-related

practice, primarily in western countries (Barrett, 2003). Nevertheless, the commonly
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