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sensus that sexual relationships between thera-
pists and patients are never permissible. Gutheil
and Brodsky’s book is thus valuable in that it
provides great clarity on the importance of strict
professionalism and the avoidance of exploitative
behavior in clinical practice. Moreover, it offers
down-to-earth guidance in an accessible and in-
teresting format, making theoretical notions come
to life for use in everyday practice.
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HE AUTHORS OF THIS BOOK STATE IN THEIR

introduction: “Our mission is to reveal the
truth about the potions, lotions, pills, needles,
pummeling and energizing that lie beyond the
realms of conventional medicine.” Their goal is
to answer the question of whether alternative
therapies provide any benefits — or only a pla-
cebo effect.

Simon Singh is a physicist and science journal-
ist, and his coauthor, Edzard Ernst, is a physician
and professor of complementary medicine. Ernst
is one of the best qualified people to summarize
the evidence on this topic. After graduating from
medical school, he practiced at a homeopathic
hospital in Munich, Germany. He later became the
world’s first professor of complementary medicine
— at the Peninsula Medical School in England
— and for the past 15 years his group has con-
ducted research and written numerous system-
atic reviews of alternative therapies.

The book is written for the general public. In
the first chapter, “How Do You Determine the
Truth?,” the scientific method is explained, and
in each of the next four chapters analysis of a
popular alternative therapy is given. An appendix
at the end of the book contains one-page sum-
maries of 36 other therapies. In chapters 2 through
5, information about specific therapies is inter-
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woven with accounts of medical quackery as well
as descriptions of clinical trials that illustrate sci-
entific methodology.

In the chapter on acupuncture, for example,
the authors relate the ancient origins of the prac-
tice and its recent rise in popularity in the West.
After consideration of the principles of Chinese
medicine and the concept of meridians, Singh
and Ernst discuss the absence of an appropriate
control for acupuncture in early clinical trials.
They then summarize the development of evi-
dence-based medicine and systematic reviews and
provide an introduction to placebo effects. Final-
ly, they cite recent trials in which it was found
that several types of sham or unconventional acu-
puncture — using unconventional points or tele-
scoping needles, for example — were as effective
as traditional acupuncture for the relief of pain.
They conclude that there is no scientific basis for
the concept of meridians and no high-quality evi-
dence testifying to the benefits of acupuncture
beyond a placebo effect. The authors also con-
clude in their reviews of homeopathy and chiro-
practic therapy that there is little evidence to sup-
port the efficacy of the treatments.

The writing is clear and vivid, and the histori-
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NOTICES

cal anecdotes provide a valuable perspective on
the subject. Although the interweaving of subjects
may help lay readers appreciate the need for sci-
entific evaluation of therapies, some may find
the shifts in subject matter distracting.

The topic of herbal medicines is more complex
than some of the other topics covered because
herbal medicines may contain active ingredients.
The quality of evidence that supports the efficacy
of herbal treatments is summarized in a table that
rates each herb. I believe that the many “medium”
and “good” ratings of evidence that appear in this
table are overstated and do not take into account
recent high-quality clinical trials. The authors
make clear that some herbal medicines are adul-
terated or toxic, and they also point out the po-
tential for interactions between herbs and drugs.
However, there is no consideration of the prob-
lems inherent in taking remedies for which the
content of active ingredients is unknown. The au-
thors list cautions for those who are considering
the use of herbal medicines but make no recom-
mendations about their use.

The final chapter, “Does the Truth Matter?”
discusses the ethical problems posed by physicians
endorsing the use of placebo alternative therapies
and advises against that deception. The authors
also consider the reasons why alternative thera-
pies are so popular despite their hazards and
lack of efficacy. They provide a list of the “top
ten culprits in the promotion of unproven and
disproven medicine.” In addition to the usual sus-
pects — celebrities and the media — they point
to the failure of biomedical scientists to speak out,
as well as the complicity of the World Health Or-
ganization and some universities. They cite data
indicating that in 2007 in the United Kingdom,
61 degree courses in alternative medicine were
offered at 16 universities, 5 of which offered Bach-
elor of Science degrees in homeopathy. Singh and
Ernst also propose that alternative treatments be
subjected to the same scientific standards, eval-
uation, and regulation as conventional medical
treatments.

This book meets the need for a current, evi-
dence-based survey of alternative therapies to bal-
ance the widespread misinformation about them.
Physicians should recommend the book to their
patients, and it will help health practitioners pro-
vide patients with sound advice. (Since the book
contains few references, readers interested in a

more extensive bibliography on the subject should
consult R.B. Bausell’s Snake Oil Science: The Truth
about Complementary and Alternative Medicine [New
York: Oxford University Press, 20071).
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NOTICES

Notices submitted for publication should contain a mailing
address and telephone number of a contact person or depart-
ment. We regret that we are unable to publish all notices
received. Notices also appear on the Journal’s Web site
(www.nejm.org/meetings). The listings can be viewed in
their entirety or searched by location, month, or key word.

MAYO CLINIC

The following courses will be offered: “OB/GYN Clinical
Reviews” (Rochester, MN, Nov. 13 and 14); “6th Annual Mayo
Hematology 2009: A Practical Update for Clinicians — Trans-
lating Today’s Clinical Excellence into Tomorrow’s Cure”
(Phoenix, AZ, Jan. 14-17); “3rd Annual Psychiatric Pharmaco-
genomics” (Kohala Coast, HI, Feb. 1-3); “Mayo Clinic Cancer
Symposium” (Wellington, New Zealand, March 8-13); and
“Gastroenterology & Hepatology 2009” (Wailea, HI, March
9-13).

Contact Mayo School of CME, 200 First St. SW, Rochester,
MN 55905; or call (507) 280-2509 or (800) 323-2688; or fax
(507) 284-0532; or see http://[www.mayo.edu/cme; or e-mail
cme@mayo.edu.

NATURAL ORIFICE SURGERY AND OTHER
INNOVATIONS: A NESA MEETING PROMOTING
EXCELLENCE IN SURGERY

The meeting will be held in Naples, Italy, Nov. 21 and 22.

Contact MCM Eventi e Congressi, Rione Sirignano, 5-80121
Naples, Italy; or call (39) 81.668774-7611085; or fax (39)
81.64372; or e-mail segretaria@mcmcongressi.it; or see http://
www.nesanaples2008.com.

ERASMUS WINTER PROGRAMME 2009

The series of 24 courses and seminars will be held in Rot-
terdam, the Netherlands, Jan. 19-Feb. 6.

Contact S. de Groot, Erasmus MC, P.O. Box 2040, NL-3000
CA, Rotterdam, the Netherlands; or call (31) 10 7043669; or see
http://[www.erasmuswinterprogramme.nl; or e-mail s.degroot@
erasmusmec.nl.

ASTHMA AND ALLERGY FOUNDATION OF AMERICA

The AAFA is offering free educational materials to patients
and health care professionals. The AAFA provides programs
and services designed to strengthen the partnership between
health care provider and patient.

Contact Mike Tringale, Asthma and Allergy Foundation of
America, 1233 20th St., NW, Suite 402, Washington, DC 200306;
or call (800) 7-ASTHMA (national) or (202) 466-7643, extension
272 (Washington, DC); or fax (202) 466-8940; or e-mail mike@
aafa.org; or see http://www.aafa.org.
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