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INTEGRATIVE ONCOLOGY
Evidence-based Treatment Options - and Hope

The World Health Organization reports that cancer kills nearly 10 million people a year worldwide, with
notable disparity in cancer-related outcomes marked by region, economic health, vulnerable and
underserved populations. Over the next 20 years, the number of new cancer cases is expected to rise
approximately 50% worldwide, according to the Society for Integrative Oncology (SIO). Patient-
centered integrative interventions like acupuncture, yoga, meditation, massage and other mind-body
therapies, diet and other lifestyle changes and natural products, offer evidence-based options for
patients living with cancer as well as hope for cancer prevention and control.

The problem - Integrative medicine for cancer prevention and care is not consistently available or
universally considered in tandem with conventional or traditional approaches in mainstream healthcare,
even in high-income countries. This is a multidimensional, but solvable problem. What can we do now,
and what will it take going forward, to advance integrative oncology at every level to: (1) benefit all
cancer patients and caregivers, (2) educate healthcare providers and (3) increase its impact in global
cancer prevention and survival.

Lorenzo Cohen, PhD, is a founding member and past president of the International
Society for Integrative Oncology, and Professor, Department of Palliative,
Rehabilitation, and Integrative Medicine, and Director of the Integrative Medicine
Program, The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center. Dr. Cohen points to
critical progress in the recognition of integrative oncology, i.e., endorsement in 2018
by the American Society for Clinical Oncology (ASCO) for the SIO’s Clinical Practice
Guidelines on the Evidence-Based Use of Integrative Therapies During and After

Breast Cancer Treatment. The ASCO and SIO are jointly developing guidelines for use of integrative
medicine for specific symptoms and cancers, and the current clinical practice guidelines of the National
Comprehensive Cancer Network (NCCN) include many integrative oncology treatment modalities.
Public acceptance (estimated 40% in the U.S.) and patient utilization (up to 70%) of integrative
oncology therapies is significant but concerning due to the prevalence of nonmedical sources that
contribute to it and, too often, the absence of consultation with healthcare professionals.  

MD Anderson researchers conduct hundreds of clinical trials to test new
treatments for both common and rare cancers. Impact assessments among
cancer centers so far favor Lifestyle Modifications (diet, exercise, weight
control and environment exposures, as well as avoidance of risky behaviors),
Stress Management and Mind-Body Interventions to improve mood and
multiple symptoms (e.g., Tai Chi, yoga or meditation/mindfulness/guided
imagery or other contemplative practices, music therapy, relaxation practices,
as well as conventional approaches such as CBT, ACT, etc.) and Body-based
approaches such as acupuncture and massage.

Dr. Cohen and his team conduct NIH-funded research while delivering clinical
care aimed at reducing the negative aspects of cancer treatment and improving
quality of life and clinical outcomes. The integrative medicine practices that are
central to this effort include yoga, tai chi, massage, diet, exercise,
acupuncture, music therapy, emotional writing and more.

Payment for Services 
Patient out-of-pocket expenditures for integrative oncology services are high. Providers must work with
patients and their insurance providers to understand what services may be covered, since coverage
varies state by state - even with the same insurance carrier.

As the overwhelming body of evidence demonstrating the efficacy of integrative oncology interventions
is translated into practice guidelines and adopted in mainstream medicine (both education and clinical
practice), payment policies will follow. These could include bundled payment for an episode of care, or
integrative care as part of a fully-capitated insurance product. The Academic Consortium’s Clinical
Practice Guidelines Committee is working to develop Integrative Medicine and Health Clinical
Practice Guidelines to facilitate moving the field forward. 

What does the Future hold?
“We have learned that as much as 70% of the world’s cancers are due to environment or lifestyle
factors,” says Dr. Cohen, “so if we begin using everything in our vast arsenal of integrative oncology
knowledge and care, including patient, public and provider education, we stand a good chance of
preventing the vast majority of the world’s cancer burden and increasing cancer survival.

“What we need to do now and going forward is to advance integrative oncology at all stages of health
and illness. By changing lifestyle behaviors and decreasing harmful environmental exposures, we can
prevent over 50% of all cancers and cancer-related deaths.”

Developing and Implementing or Expanding an Integrative Oncology Program or
Practice

1. Education and training are key. Integrative oncology is not a component of fellowship
training, so additional training is necessary. Academic cancer centers such as Memorial
Sloan Kettering Cancer Center, MD Anderson Cancer Center, the University of Arizona, and
the University of Michigan have ongoing training programs for physicians, nurses, and allied
health care providers. The annual meeting of the Society for Integrative Oncology supports
career development for integrative oncology professionals while showcasing the latest
research.

2. Managing expectations is an important component of integrative oncology care. Sharing
evidence-informed guidelines with patients, such as ASCO/SIO clinical guidelines, can help
facilitate this dialogue. When patients share their health philosophies and interests, they can
be effectively counseled and empowered to take part in their care plan with treatments and
lifestyle changes that are evidence-informed, effective, and safe.

3. Consider partnering with nonprofit organizations such as the Cancer Support Community and
forming reliable networks of community providers to increase access and reach. Other
options include developing programs to incorporate therapies alongside standard treatment or
appended to standard care appointments.
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