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INTEGRATIVE CANCER CARE:  

 
  
This Guide had been provided by Reliable Cancer Therapies (RCT) as a service to patients, to help 
patients and their relatives better understand the nature of integrative cancer care. We recommend 
patients to consult their doctor. The information described in this document is based on scientific 
research and has informative purposes only.  
 
More information about Reliable Cancer Therapies: www.reliablecancertherapies.com 

 

This guide was written by Dr. Michaela Sieh (RCT) and reviewed by Dr. Marleen Finoulst. 
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DEFINITION OF INTEGRATIVE CANCER CARE 

Integrative (from the Latin integer, meaning whole or entire) means combining therapies so 
that they work together or form a whole. Integrative Cancer Care aims to combine the practices of 
conventional medicine and those of complementary treatment modalities into a unified treatment 
approach. In order to reach this goal, the care providers need to have knowledge of the different 
treatment options so that the combination can be of greatest use to their patient. “Together we can” 
means that medical oncologists and providers of complementary treatment modalities should really 
work with each other, with you (the patient) being central to all considerations and decisions.  

Integrative Cancer Care means caring for the whole person. Thus, all dimensions of the 
individual are encompassed: physical, emotional, mental and spiritual. A multidisciplinary approach is 
employed by a team of professionals including medical doctors, nurses, psychologists, physical 
therapists, providers of spiritual care, social workers, dieticians, providers of many different 
complementary treatment modalities (such as e.g. mindfulness-based stress reduction, breathing 
exercises, movement therapies, special forms of gentle massage, art therapies, music therapy). 
Lifestyle coaching belongs to the core concepts of Integrative Cancer Care. This includes advice on 
healthy nutrition and physical exercise, and lessons on relaxation techniques. Some Integrative 
Cancer Care centers are linked to a certain medical and/or philosophical background, such as 
Traditional Chinese Medicine, Ayurveda, naturopathy or Anthroposophic Medicine.  

Under the wide “umbrella” of Integrative Cancer Care, a very broad range of different 
approaches exists. What integrative oncology looks like, also depends on the country and the region 
where you live. You may find Integrative Cancer Care centers in academic hospitals, sometimes 
actually integrated into the oncology ward, and sometimes in a separate building. In some countries, 
integrative cancer care is provided in small, private hospitals. You may come across centers that tend 
to use more conventional medicine, combining this with a few complementary treatments. Some 
centers were at one time well-known only for their complementary treatments in, but now offer 
mainstream treatments in combination with these complementary modalities as Integrative Cancer 
Care. In North America, many comprehensive cancer centers have Integrative Cancer Care 
departments, and some private hospitals/foundations also offer Integrative Cancer Care. In Europe, 
there are important differences between countries. In Germany and Switzerland, Integrative Cancer 
Care departments exist in many private and academic hospitals, whereas in other countries such as 
France, Belgium or the UK, Integrative Cancer Care departments are rather rare. This does not mean 
that there is no place for complementary options in academic and private hospitals in the latter 
countries. Many hospitals in these countries propose a various range of complementary therapies, 
but wording and visibility regarding Integrative Cancer Care are different from Germany and 
Switzerland.  

There are currently no national or European certifications for Integrative Cancer Care centers 
as such. The term “Integrative Cancer Care” can be used by hospitals without having to comply with 
certain standards. However, some centers might provide integrative cancer care without using the 
name ‘integrative’. Therefore, and also concerning any decision regarding your treatment, it is very 
important that you always ask for information on the quality of the care provided. During your first 
appointment in an Integrative Cancer Care Center, ask the care providers about the treatments they 
offer, both in relation to the conventional as to the complementary modalities. What do they use: 
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type of treatment, setting, frequency? Who is giving this treatment? Ask for the professional training 
and additional qualifications of the care provider. Why is a specific treatment proposed in your case? 
What are the origins and background of this treatment? Which clinical experiences in oncology can 
be shown? Is there scientific research, or are there ongoing clinical trials? This information will help 
you to make informed decisions. Moreover, you can also ask for a second opinion. 

Integration does not automatically mean that all treatments provided in an Integrative 
Cancer Care center are included in the official (and reimbursed) services of the hospital. 
Complementary treatments are often not reimbursed by health insurance providers, even when they 
are used in integrative centers. Integrative Cancer Care centers sometimes provide (partial) 
reimbursement by charity foundations linked to the center. There are major differences between 
countries in this regard. 

Communication on the use of complementary and alternative treatment modalities is often 
easier in Integrative Cancer Care centers than in mainstream clinical settings. The oncologists in 
integrative centers ask their patients openly about the use of complementary treatments. Thus, 
patients are inclined to report more details of their use (inside and outside the Integrative Cancer 
Care center) to their oncologist. This information is very important because the oncologist can inform 
you about interactions between complementary and conventional treatments (such as the 
interaction between St. John’s wort and certain types of chemotherapy). 

 

 

 


