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Abstract

Objective: The place of traditional and complementary medicine (T&CM) practices in modern health services has been
under intensive debate over recent years. Currently, integrative medicine is not included in the curricula across
educational levels below the bachelor's degree. In this study, the level of awareness and opinions about T&CM were
investigated among secondary school students.

Material-Method: In this cross-sectional study, the level of awareness and opinions about T&CM were examined
among secondary school students. A survey was administered to students attending the 9th-12th grades at randomly
selected schools in the Asarcik and Canik districts of Samsun.

Results: This study included 459 students. Most of the participating students were males (59.7%). It was determined
that; of the approaches in T&CM, the highest level of awareness was about 'hypnosis' (67.7%). It was found out that
information about T&CM approaches was mostly acquired from the media (32.0%). Of the student opinions about
T&CM, 40.7% were positive. The percentage of students thinking that conventional medicine and T&CM can be
integrated and complement each other was 32.5% (n=149). Most of the students with a family member utilizing T&CM
were wishing to work in the health sector in the future (32.1%) (p=0.02) and aiming to have an integrated medicine
related occupation more than other participants (32.7%) (p=0.001).

Conclusion: The level of awareness about T&CM was found to be low among secondary school students. If health
literacy education in schools is organized better, awareness of evidence-based integrative medicine may grow.
Keywords: Evidence-Based, Traditional Medicine, Complementary Medicine, Integrative Medicine

INTRODUCTION

In Turkey, 15 forms of T&CM therapies were
authorized by the Regulation on Practices of
T&CM; which was put into force in 2014 by the
Ministry of Health of Turkey '. The regulation
legitimized T&CM treatments and started
forestalling inappropriate practices.

The secondary school system in Turkey is an
intermediate process to follow the preceding
eight-year compulsory primary school period and
serve as the path to university. The secondary
school system in Turkey covers all generalist,

vocational, and technical education in institutions
that provide at least a four-year program that can
be compulsory, formal, or non-formal *. Although
the secondary school curriculum includes topics
about general health, nutrition, healthy lifestyle,
and addictions; it does not contain any topics
about integrative medicine. However, there is
information pollution about this topic, which is
often regarded positively or negatively in the
social and national media in routine daily life. It is
important that secondary school students, too,
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should acquire information about integrative
medicine and have an evidence-based opinion on
T&CM.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This is a cross-sectional survey study. An 8-item
sociodemographic data form and a 13-item
questionnaire that inquired about the awareness
and opinions on T&CM were administered in the
period between May 2019 and June 2019 to
students attending the 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th
grades as the grades of the secondary school
education. The secondary schools were selected
out of the schools in the Asarcik and Canik
districts of Samsun. Of the questions regarding
T&CM; one was designed as a 2-point Likert-type
scale, 8 were designed as a 3-point Likert-type
scale, and 3 were designed as a 4-point Likert-
type scale. One question had 15 options and one
participant could select more than one option to
respond. Body mass indexes (BMI) of the students
were calculated using the height and weight
information reported by the students. A student
having a BMI value below 18.5 kg/m2 was
accepted as underweight, students with BMI
values of 18.5-25 kg/m2 were accepted as normal
weight, and students with BMI values more than
25 kg/m2 were accepted as overweight °.
Questionnaires were administered after obtaining
permission from the respective institutions and
teachers. Percentage (%) and mean =+ standard
deviation values were used in descriptive
statistics. The chi-square test was used in
comparative analyses. The statistical analysis was
performed using the SPSS 20.0 package software.
A p-value of less than 0.05 was accepted as
significant. To carry out the study, ethics
committee approval was obtained from 19 Mayis
University's Clinical Research Ethics Committee
(OMU KAEK 2019/154).

RESULTS

The study included 459 students. Of the
participants, the mean age was 15.75 +1.26 years,
the mean height was 165.75 £ 9.06 cm, and the
mean weight was 56.47 +11.30 kg. Of the
participants, 68.6% (n=315) were in the normal
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BMI range. Of the male and female students,
26.6% and 9.7% were smokers, respectively
(Table 1).

Table 1. Demographic data

7835w

Frequenc Percentage
Parameter (:n) y (%) g
9 178 38.8
Grade 10 74 16.1
11 133 29.0
12 74 16.1
Gender Girls 185 40.3
Boys 274 59.7
<18,5 kg/m’ 116 253
BMI 5
18,5-25 kg/m 315 68.6
>25  kg/m’ 28 6.1
Desired Health 56 122
occupation
sector Non-health 403 87.8
Chronic Yes 29 6.3
Disease
No 430 93.7
Smoking Girls 18 9.7
Boys 73 26.6

Of the T&CM practices, the highest level of
awareness was about hypnosis followed by music
therapy and the least known practice was
chiropractic with the following numbers (rates) of
students as 311 (67.7%), 218 (47.4%), and 16
(3.4%), respectively (Table 2).

Table 2. T&CM awareness
T&CM Practices Frequency (n) Percentage
(%)
Hypnosis 311 67.7
Music therapy 218 47.4
Wet cup 212 46.1
Homeopathy 95 20.6
Acupuncture 84 18.3
Reflexology 83 18.0
Mesotherapy 69 15.0
Apitherapy 52 11.3
Ozone 50 10.8
Osteopathy 42 9.1
Larva Application 40 8.7
Prolotherapy 35 7.6
Phytotherapy 31 6.7
Hirudotherapy 20 43
Chiropractic 16 34

It was found that information about T&CM
practices was mostly acquired from the media
(32.0%). Of the participants wishing to choose an
occupation in the health sector, 35.7% were
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aiming to do so in integrative medicine. While
40.7% (n=187) of the students had a positive
opinion about T&CM, 21.6% (n=99) of them had
a negative opinion. The rate of those, who thought
that conventional medicine and T&CM could be
integrated and complement each other, was 32.5%
(n=149). The rate of those who had a family
member that benefited from T&CM was 20.7%
(n=95). The rate of those, who thought that the
number of T&CM centres in Turkey needed to be
increased, was 46.4% (n=213). According to
38.6% of the students, everyone completing the
respective  training could perform T&CM
practices. The rate of those; who heard positive
news about T&CM approaches in the media was
40.7% (n=187); while the remaining participants
heard about T&CM in negatively commenting
news in the media or they did not hear about
T&CM in the news at all. Those, who heard
T&CM practices in positive news, had a more
positive opinion regarding such practices
(p=0.003). The rate of those, who thought that
T&CM could boost student success, was 35.5%
(n=163). About spiritual practices such as amulet,
prayer, and magic; 12.6% (n=58) of the
participants thought that these were among
T&CM practices but 24.0% (n=110) of the
participants were hesitant.

There was not a difference by gender in terms of
wishing to have an occupation related to T&CM;
however, the wish of having an occupation in the
field of conventional medicine was higher in
females and female students had more positive
opinions on T&CM (p=0.39 , p<0.001, p=0.02;
respectively) (Figure 1).

By the BMI categories, no differences were
observed in terms of wishing to have an
occupation related to T&CM or conventional
medicine, or in terms of having a different opinion
on T&CM (p=0.45, p=0.79, p=0.34; respectively).
In terms of being a smoker or not, no differences
were observed in terms of wishing to have an
occupation related to T&CM or in the field of
conventional medicine (p=0.38 and p=0.80.
However, the opinions of non-smokers on T&CM
were more positive (p=0.03).
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Wishing to have an occupation related to T&CM
or conventional medicine was not different in the
student group having the misconception that
spiritual approaches such as amulet, prayer, and
magic were authorized T&CM practices (p=0.52,
p=0.26). However, the students thinking the
opposite had more positive opinions regarding
T&CM (p<0.001) (Figure 2).
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Figure 1. View on T&CM by gender
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Figure 2. View on T&CM by seeing amulet,
magic etc. in T&CM

The opinions about T&CM among the
participating students with a chronic disease were
not different from those not having a chronic
disease (p=0.66). When the participating students
were compared by the wish of having an
occupation in the health sector or not, no
differences were observed between the two groups
in terms of participants' opinions on T&CM
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(p=0.55). The percentage of students wishing to
have an occupation in the health sector was
significantly higher (32.1%) in the group of
students having family members utilizing T&CM
compared to the group of students with family
members, who did not utilize T&CM (19.1%)
(p=0.02). In the group of students having a family
member utilizing T&CM, the rate of students
wishing to have a T&CM-related occupation was
higher (32.7%) compared to the students, who did
not wish to have such an occupation (14.4%)
(p=0.001).

DISCUSSION

Concerning the study participants, this study is the
first in the literature to the best of our knowledge.
Therefore, the study may potentially shed light on
future studies. Information pollution in the field of
T&CM places a major hurdle in front of
individuals wishing to utilize integrative medicine
practices *. Patients usually suffer from a lack of
information and unrealistic expectations.

A significant issue is to create awareness on the
potential health protection benefits of knowing
and utilizing integrative medicine starting from
the early years of life. Establishing a general
culture of health would provide many benefits in
more than one aspect.

When the literature is reviewed, it is seen that
studies about the awareness and practices of
T&CM were conducted on medical students,
medical doctors, students/professionals from other
fields of medicine, and patients. Our findings will
be compared with those of other studies that
included different groups of participants since no
other study included secondary school students.
The number of studies from Turkey, conducted on
physicians and medical students to investigate
awareness levels and attitudes about T&CM
practices, is increasing *”. It has also been shown
that the interest of students varies according to
age, gender, and the type of school and the grade
that the student was currently attending '*". If an
appropriate  curriculum is developed about
evidence-based integrative medicine, it will not be
wrong to expect the occurrence of a certain
interest among secondary school students.
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However, studies are available showing low levels
of knowledge of evidence-based T&CM among
medical students despite their high levels of
interest ®'*. This finding should be considered as a
natural consequence since no universally accepted
curricula are available regarding integrative
medicine.

In the study conducted by Altan et al., it was
determined that "media" was the most frequently
used tool among medical students to gather
information about T&CM. That study found out
that "massage" and "herbal therapy" were the most
commonly known T&CM practices§. In many
studies, it has been seen that the media, especially
the internet, is the most frequently used tool '*'°.
Consistent with the information in the literature,
we found in our study that the media was the most
commonly used source of information. As is
known, the reliability of information to be
acquired from the media is not absolute in any
discipline, not even to mention controversial ones
such as T&CM. Therefore, it is necessary to
educate people.

Because most studies on T&CM were conducted
before the respective regulation that was put into
effect in 2014, studies conducted in our country
are not adequate to provide information about the
rates of the use of the currently authorized T&CM
methods. In the study conducted by Sonmez et al.
in 2018, it was found that medical students most
frequently used phytotherapy and cup therapy
practices among T&CM methods °. In our study,
we found out that hypnosis and music therapy
were the most commonly known methods.
However, this is not a commonly reported finding
in the literature and might have occurred in our
study depending on the emergence of popular
social media topics followed by secondary school
students.

Chiropractic has been found as one of the least
known T&CM methods in many studies ®*'*'.
Sénmez et al., too, obtained a similar result in
their study in 2018, reporting that the participants
had never heard of mesotherapy, osteopathy, larva
treatment, and chiropractic °. In our study,
chiropractic was found to be the least known
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practice consistent with the information in the
literature.

In the study by Doganay et al., the rate of those
reporting that T&CM methods could not be
applied without the supervision of a certified
health professional was only 47%. In that study,
the rate of those thinking that T&CM methods
could be as successful as conventional medical
practices was 29% '*. In our study, the percentage
of participants was lower reporting that T&CM
methods could be applied in the presence of a
supervising certified health professional. This
result can be explained by the lack of awareness
and experience among secondary school students.
Furthermore, it was observed in our study that
participants mostly did not have an idea about the
adequacy of T&CM or conventional medicine
therapies alone or in combination.

When the studies conducted on different
participant groups were examined, it was seen that
37% of medical students, 50% of nurses, and 27%
of physicians used T&CM methods '*'. In
another study, the rate of using an alternative
medicine method in people aged 18 and older in
Turkey was determined as 70% '°. The usability
of T&CM was not questioned in our study.
Furthermore, it was not expected that secondary
school students would have a clear opinion about
treatment methods. Therefore, a future study that
will include not only students but also their family
members may reflect the actual percentages better.
In the study conducted by Cook et al., the negative
attitude towards T&CM was found to increase
with increasing age in adult patients admitted to
an inpatient internal medicine unit '*. According
to Erci, attitudes were found to be significantly
negative in males and singles "°. Featherstone et
al. found that positive attitudes in females were
significantly higher compared to males *°. In some
studies conducted on patients, the rate of positive
attitudes was found out to be high in higher
education levels *'*%. In our study, it was observed
that female students had more positive opinions
about T&CM compared to male students but they
wished to have an occupation in conventional
medicine more than males. This shows that female
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students are more interested in and informed about
the health sector. The awareness of T&CM among
our participants was low and the most commonly
known practices were associated with the topics in
the popular culture. These findings might have
occurred because students were not educated

783, 9%

about evidence-based integrative medicine and it
appears that they searched for information about
T&CM in association with their areas of interest.
Considering the high rate of positive opinions
regarding T&CM among students, who did not
think of some spiritual approaches such as amulet,
prayer, and magic as methods of T&CM,; it can be
suggested that perceptions of these students were
based on science rather than belief. As scientific
aspects of T&CM come to the forefront, evidence-
based integrative medicine may be taken more
seriously.

Secondary school students are under significant
pressure because of the upcoming local and
national exams. The majority of students in the
study believed that T&CM could contribute to
their academic achievements. Apitherapy has been
shown to improve children's athletic abilities.
Aromatherapy and music therapy have calming
effects. These are examples of how T&CM can
help ****. Basic education can promote the use of
T&CM in younger age groups by increasing
awareness.

Topics about bodyweight are popular today. In
our study, we calculated the BMI values of
participating students and found out that the
distribution of BMI values in our study was
similar to that of the Turkish population.
Individuals wishing to lose or gain weight often
search  for different methods. Therefore,
individuals with high or low BMI values may
acquire more information about T&CM practices.
However, our findings did not support this
assumption. Young people may be concerned
about body image, but they may not have
adequate information about T&CM to consider
such practices to obtain benefits for their
concerns.

The multifaceted fight against smoking continues.
Smokers often feel desperate and seek different
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methods. Therefore, smokers can be expected to
become more interested in T&CM. However,
according to the results of our study, non-smokers
think more positively about T&CM. This
relationship is promising and may become
stronger as health awareness increases.

It is not surprising that people with a chronic
disease have expectations about T&CM.
However, in our study, the opinions of students
with chronic diseases were not different and these
students were not more likely to wish to have a
T&CM-related occupation. This finding can be
associated with the small sample size and
inadequate acquisition of information about
T&CM.

Today, the health science courses in the
curriculum are mandatory in Turkey; comprising
20 hours to be completed in the 9th grade. The
main titles of the health science courses in the
curriculum are as follows: i) Personal and social
health, ii) Adolescence, iii) Nutrition and physical
activity, iv) Mental-emotional and social health,
v) Harmful habits for health and substance use, vi)

% In the curriculum

Basic first aid knowledge
change put into force by the Ministry of National
Education on July 18, 2017; acquisitions named as
the 21st-century skills were specified among the
basic competencies and skills aimed to be
acquired by students. In addition to the curriculum
components that are implemented in line with the
course contents and requirements; personal,
interpersonal, and cognitive skills such as
sociocultural awareness and literacy (health
literacy, scientific literacy, environmental literacy,
financial literacy, technology literacy, information
literacy, media literacy, etc.) were included under
the title of the 21st-century skills *°. According to
the results of our study, it may be an appropriate
revision to include the provision of information
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about T&CM under the health literacy skill
category. Thus, evidence-based information can
be provided to students about what T&CM is,
what it deals with, and how it deals with. In the
study of Gardiner et al., it was shown that a high
health literacy level was associated with more
T&CM experience in all participant groups *'.
Evidence-based integrative medicine literacy will
not only contribute to health and forestall
inappropriate use but will also open up new
prospects for career planning and planning higher
education accordingly. Having acquired the
integrative medicine literacy previously, medical
students will have the option to ask for education
on the evidence-based T&CM, which is not
provided by all medical schools currently.

CONCLUSION

It was observed that awareness and attitude levels
about T&CM were low in secondary school
students. The media is obviously the most
powerful tool to gather and acquire information.
Students, who have family members having
experienced T&CM practices, are more interested
in such methods. It is important that health
literacy education at schools should include the
evidence-based integrative medicine content and
that information pollution should be fought
against.
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