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The growing popularity of complementary
and alternative medicine (CAM) [1] is paralleled by
an increasing amount of medical scientific infor-
mation published in specialised journals on this
subject. The US National Library has recently ac-
knowledged a number of journals specialised in
CAM by including them into their medical data-
base Medline. This initiative has increased the ac-
cessibility and most likely also the dissemination of
such CAM journals in general.

There are indications that some may present a
biased account of the evidence. This includes sug-
gestions that positive results are over-represented

in such journals, and that positive findings may be
published at the expense of methodological rigour
[2, 3]. Such distorting effects may negatively affect
the perception of CAM among patients, and not
least patient care. Thus, it seems relevant to criti-
cally evaluate major CAM journals and assess
changes within these publications over time. A
five-year time duration seemed appropriate to
answer the research question in this exploratory
study. Therefore, the aim of this investigation was
to provide a profile of CAM journals currently
available on Medline and monitor trends in publi-
cation practice between the years 1995 and 2000. 

An increasing amount of medical scientific in-
formation is published in specialised journals on
various subjects, including complementary and al-
ternative medicine (CAM). There are indications
that positive findings may be published at the ex-
pense of methodological rigour. The aim of this
investigation was to provide a profile of CAM jour-
nals currently available on Medline, and monitor
trends in publication practice between the years
1995 and 2000. Systematic literature searches were
performed to identify all CAM journals indexed in
Medline. Journals published in 1995 and 2000
were identified by their title and content. Primary
CAM research journals only were included in this
analysis. All articles were read, data were extracted
and categorised according to pre-defined criteria,
e.g. type of methodology used, subject area, and

direction of outcome. The number of original ar-
ticles increased from a total of 61 in 1995 to 97 in
2000 across all four journals, the number of papers
reporting clinical trials decreased by 4% between
1995 and 2000, and the number of surveys in-
creased more than six times. Less positive and
more negative articles were published in 2000
compared with 1995. The subject areas of papers
varied greatly. The majority of articles published
in 1995 suggested positive treatment effects, a
phenomenon that was still present in 2000 albeit
less strong. CAM journals, and most likely CAM
itself, are associated with a lack of clinical trials and
a bias in favour of positive conclusions. 
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Methods

Systematic literature searches were performed to
identify all CAM journals indexed in Medline. Medline
was searched for the year 1995 and 2000 using the search
terms “alternative medicine” and “complementary medi-

cine”. Journals identified by their title and content as pri-
mary research journals were included into this analysis.
Review journals were excluded. Hard copies of volumes
published in 1995 and 2000 were obtained. All articles
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were read, and data were extracted and categorised ac-
cording to pre-defined criteria specified in tables 1 to 3.
Letters, conference reports, and news items were excluded
from the analysis. 

Data were evaluated descriptively. For the purposes
of this study a “positive outcome” was defined as one sig-

nificantly in favour of CAM, while a “negative outcome”
was defined as one with no significant difference between
the CAM treatment and control intervention or as a result
favouring the control intervention. Articles not reporting
statistical significance were classified as positive, negative,
or as neutral in keeping with the authors” conclusions. 

Journal CMR* CTM* ATHM* JACM* all

Year 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000

1. Original articles 19 17 16 25 17 19 9 36 61 97

1a) clinical trial 19 11 10 6 14 12 6 18 49 47

1b) survey 0 5 5 16 1 5 1 17 7 43

1c) meta-analysis 0 1 1 3 0 2 2 1 3 7

2. Systematic reviews 4 3 0 1 0 2 0 4 4 10

3. Traditional reviews 9 1 3 1 7 12 7 9 26 23

4. Commentaries 15 7 12 17 10 14 21 17 58 55

5. others 0 2 17 3 7 15 6 2 30 22

Total number of articles 47 30 48 47 41 62 43 68 179 207

Table 1

Publication type. 
* CMR = Research in
Complementary Med-
icine; CTM = Comple-
mentary Therapies in
Medicine; ATHM = 
Alternative Therapies
in Health and Medi-
cine; JACM = Journal
of Alternative and
Complementary Med-
icine. Values are ab-
solute numbers of 
articles in each cate-
gory.

Journal CMR CTM ATHM JACM all

Year 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000

positive 32 14 29 15 26 32 13 29 100 90

open 15 14 18 30 15 30 30 33 78 107

negative 0 2 1 2 0 0 0 6 1 10

Ratio (pos / neg) ∞ 7 29 7.5 ∞ ∞ ∞ 4 100 9

Table 2 

Direction of outcome.
Values are absolute
numbers of articles
in each category.

Journal CMR CTM ATHM JACM all

Year 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000 1995 2000

Aromatherapy 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 1 2 1

Dietary supplements 9 1 3 0 6 1 0 1 18 3

General topics (CAM) 4 6 9 19 7 14 14 12 34 51

Healing 0 1 2 0 0 5 1 4 3 10

Homeopathy 4 0 3 6 4 1 3 3 14 10

Massage therapy 1 0 1 0 0 1 1 4 3 5

Phytomedicine 16 6 0 1 1 4 7 16 24 27

Reflexology 0 0 2 2 0 0 0 0 2 2

Others 13 16 26 19 23 36 17 27 40 98

Total number of articles 47 30 48 47 41 62 43 68 140 207

Table 3

Subject area. Values
are absolute numbers.

Results

Our search revealed five journals on CAM.
These were Alternative Therapies in Health and
Medicine, Complementary Therapies in Medicine,
Complementary Medicine Research (Forschende
Komplementärmedizin und Naturheilkunde),
Journal of Alternative and Complementary Medicine,
and Alternative Medicine Review. The latter was
identified as a review journal and was therefore ex-
cluded. 

The included journals were:
1. Research in Complementary Medicine

(CMR), Karger Verlag Switzerland, published
since 1994 – 6 times per year in both German
and English with abstracts in both languages.

2. Complementary Therapies in Medicine
(CTM), Churchill Livingstone UK, published
since 1993 – 4 times per year in English.

3. Alternative Therapies in Health and Medicine
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(ATHM), Innovision Communications USA,
published since 1995 – 6 times per year in Eng-
lish.

4. Journal of Alternative and Complementary
Medicine (JACM), Mary Ann Liebert, Incor-
poration USA since 1995 – 6 times per year in
English language.
Key data of the included journals and their con-

tent are presented in tables 1–3. Across all 4 jour-
nals the number of original articles increased from
a total of 61 in 1995 to 97 in 2000, while clinical tri-
als decreased marginally from 49 to 47 during the
same time period. The number of surveys increased
more than six times from 7 (1995) to 43 (2000).
There was a stronger emphasis on systematic re-
views and meta-analysis in 2000, while slightly
fewer traditional reviews were published in 2000
(table 1). Assessment of the direction of outcome in-
dicates that less positive and more negative and open
articles were published in 2000 compared with 1995
(table 2). The ratio of positive to negative articles
decreased from 100 (1995) to 9 (2000).

The subject areas of papers varied greatly (table
3). Seventeen percent of all articles in 1995 and 13%
of all articles in 2000 related to phytomedicine.
General topics formed the largest category in both
years (24% in 1995 and 25% in 2000).

Comment
These results suggest that the number of pa-

pers reporting clinical trials in Medline-indexed
CAM journals decreased by 4% between 1995 and
2000, while the total number of original articles in-
creased by 62%. This latter finding is largely due
to a six-fold increase in the number of published
surveys. 

National initiatives in the US [6], in Germany
[7], Switzerland [8], and Italy [9] to invest in (large-
scale) clinical trials in CAM are an indication of the
fact that the question of efficacy/effectiveness of
complementary treatments is deemed to be a re-
search priority in CAM. As a consequence, the
funding situation (particularly in the US) is slowly
improving, and more researchers with a conven-
tional background are attracted into CAM. They
would most likely favour conventional medical
journals for publishing their results. Relatively
large numbers of controlled clinical trials of CAM
are being published by mainstream medical jour-
nals [3]. Such journals usually have a much larger
readership than CAM journals, providing supe-
rior dissemination and acknowledgement of the
findings. It is thus a reasonable assumption that
conventional journals attract more clinical trial
submissions and that CAM journals, in turn, 
are “starved” of clinical trials for that reason. This
hypothesis is supported by the data that we have
obtained for mainstream medical journals. 

Conducting an in-depth Medline search we
found 315 clinical trials on subjects related to
CAM in Medline in 1995 – for every clinical trial
published in a CAM journal there were about 6
published in a mainstream medical journal. Using

the same search strategy we found 447 clinical tri-
als published in 2000 in mainstream journals – for
every clinical trial published in a CAM journal, 10
were published in a mainstream medical journal. 

The majority of articles published in Medline-
indexed CAM journals in 1995 suggested positive
treatment effects. At that stage the ratio of positive
and negative reports was 100. The phenomenon of
predominant publication of positive articles was
less accentuated in 2000 (ratio = 9). Although this
study was not designed to investigate publication
bias, the best available evidence (systematic reviews
and meta-analysis of rigorous clinical trials) does
clearly not support the predominant reporting of
positive conclusions in CAM [8]. Location bias in
controlled clinical trials of CAM interventions has
been shown to exist [3]. Our results suggest the ex-
istence of a similar type of bias whereby a selection
process is at work, which channels positive CAM
articles into CAM journals. This may be seen as a
reflection of the immaturity of CAM as a field. The
impact of this phenomenon is difficult to estimate.
At worse it would seriously distort the perception
of CAM among its proponents who predominantly
access CAM journals for information.

The observed shift in focus of CAM journals
is intriguing and may have a number of explana-
tions. One reason may be that CAM in general fo-
cuses increasingly on research questions that re-
quire survey data, while questions on efficacy/ef-
fectiveness requiring data from controlled clinical
trials are deemed of less importance. This abun-
dance of surveys may reflect 1) the nature of CAM
compared to mainstream medicine, 2) the relative
youth of CAM as a science – people want to know
what it is all about, and 3) the involvement of
researchers from non-medical backgrounds (e.g.
psychological, sociological) and their expertise
with such research methods. Alternatively one
could point out that research funds in CAM are
very scarce [4,5], and that surveys are relatively in-
expensive types of investigation. This, we believe,
is a plausible explanation for the amazing plethora
of surveys. Yet, such projects rarely answer the
more pressing questions of efficacy and safety.
CAM journals clearly suffer from a lack of clinical
trial submissions. 

In conclusion, we have shown that CAM jour-
nals suffer from several problems including a lack
of clinical trials and a bias in favour of positive con-
clusions. There are some indications that CAM,
within the time span covered by our evaluation, is
developing into a mature field of clinical investi-
gation. 

Correspondence:
Katja Schmidt
Department of Complementary Medicine
University of Exeter
25 Victoria Park Road
Exeter, EX2 4NT, UK
e-mail: Kschmidt@exeter.ac.uk 



S W I S S  M E D  W K LY 2 0 0 1 ; 1 3 1 : 5 8 8 – 5 9 1 ·  w w w. s m w. c h 591

1 Eisenberg D, David RB, Ettner SL Appel S, Wilkey S, Van
Rompay M, et al. Trends in alternative medicine use in the United
States, 1990–1997: Results of a Follow-up National Survey.
JAMA 1998;280:1569-75.

2 Ernst E, Pittler MH. Alternative therapy bias. Nature 1997;385:
480.

3 Pittler MH, Abbot NC, Harkness EF, Ernst E. Location bias in
controlled clinical trials of complementary / alternative therapies.
J Clin Epidem 2000;53:485-9.

4 Jonas WB. Alternative medicine – learning from the past, exam-
ining the present, advancing to the future. JAMA 1998;280(18):
1616-7.

5 Ernst E. Two projects for funding complementary medicine re-
search in Germany. Comp Ther Med 1996;4:241.

6 NN. Komplementaermedizin aus Sicht der Wissenschaft.
Bericht der Expertengruppe zum Nationalen Forschungspro-
gramm 34, Komplementaermedizin, 1992–1998. Forschende
Komplementaermedizin 1999;6:171. 

7 Italian National Institutes of Health. Symposium on Compl med
res progr. Rome 2001, 7/8 March.

8 Ernst E, Pittler MH, Stevinson C, White A, Eisenberg D. The
desktop guide to complementary and alternative medicine. Ed-
inburgh: Mosby; 2001.

References 



What Swiss Medical Weekly has to offer:

• SMW’s impact factor has been steadily 
rising, to the current 1.537

• Open access to the publication via
the Internet, therefore wide audience 
and impact

• Rapid listing in Medline
• LinkOut-button from PubMed 

with link to the full text 
website http://www.smw.ch (direct link
from each SMW record in PubMed)

• No-nonsense submission – you submit 
a single copy of your manuscript by 
e-mail attachment 

• Peer review based on a broad spectrum 
of international academic referees

• Assistance of our professional statistician
for every article with statistical analyses

• Fast peer review, by e-mail exchange with
the referees 

• Prompt decisions based on weekly confer-
ences of the Editorial Board

• Prompt notification on the status of your
manuscript by e-mail

• Professional English copy editing
• No page charges and attractive colour 

offprints at no extra cost

Editorial Board
Prof. Jean-Michel Dayer, Geneva
Prof. Peter Gehr, Berne
Prof. André P. Perruchoud, Basel
Prof. Andreas Schaffner, Zurich 

(Editor in chief)
Prof. Werner Straub, Berne
Prof. Ludwig von Segesser, Lausanne

International Advisory Committee
Prof. K. E. Juhani Airaksinen, Turku, Finland
Prof. Anthony Bayes de Luna, Barcelona, Spain
Prof. Hubert E. Blum, Freiburg, Germany
Prof. Walter E. Haefeli, Heidelberg, Germany
Prof. Nino Kuenzli, Los Angeles, USA
Prof. René Lutter, Amsterdam, 

The Netherlands
Prof. Claude Martin, Marseille, France
Prof. Josef Patsch, Innsbruck, Austria
Prof. Luigi Tavazzi, Pavia, Italy

We evaluate manuscripts of broad clinical
interest from all specialities, including experi-
mental medicine and clinical investigation.

We look forward to receiving your paper!

Guidelines for authors:
http://www.smw.ch/set_authors.html

All manuscripts should be sent in electronic form, to:

EMH Swiss Medical Publishers Ltd.
SMW Editorial Secretariat
Farnsburgerstrasse 8
CH-4132 Muttenz

Manuscripts: submission@smw.ch
Letters to the editor: letters@smw.ch
Editorial Board: red@smw.ch
Internet: http://www.smw.ch

Swiss Medical Weekly: Call for papers
Swiss 
Medical Weekly

The many reasons why you should 
choose SMW to publish your research 

Official journal of
the Swiss Society of Infectious disease
the Swiss Society of Internal Medicine
the Swiss Respiratory Society

Impact factor Swiss Medical Weekly 

0 . 7 7 0

1 . 5 3 7

1 . 1 6 2

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

2

1
9

9
5

1
9

9
6

1
9

9
7

1
9

9
8

1
9

9
9

2
0

0
0

2
0

0
2

2
0

0
3

2
0

0
4

Schweiz Med Wochenschr (1871–2000)

Swiss Med Wkly (continues Schweiz Med Wochenschr from 2001) 

Editores Medicorum Helveticorum


