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Abstract

Objective: Childhood cancers are a relatively rare group of diseases. In addition to conventional treatment, the use of alternative medicine methods is
increasing. Especially during the diagnostic and treatment process, families ask doctors about alternative medicine practices. In this study, we evaluated the
knowledge and opinions of the parents of childhood cancer patients about alternative medicine methods.

Methods: The volunteer parents of patients were interviewed and a questionnaire was applied to them. They were asked about which alternative medicine
practices they had information about, where they had information about these practices, and what they thought about.

Results: A total of 135 people participated; the parents of children who were treated at the Dokuz Eylil University and University of Health Sciences Turkey,
izmir Tepecik Education and Research Hospital Pediatric Oncology Clinics in izmir. They completed a questionnaire about their opinions and knowledge about
alternative medicine methods. 80% of the respondents stated that they had heard about alternative medicine before and 60% of them stated that they were
recommended alternative methods at any time of treatment. We found that 21.5% of the respondents used alternative methods. The most commonly used
methods were herbal cures, propolis, donkey milk, turtle blood, silver water, kefir, reiki mushrooms.

Conclusion: The methods known by the participants were in a wide range. We have seen that parents with a higher education level are more inclined toward
alternative medicine methods. We concluded that we should evaluate the tendency of patients to alternative medicine methods and guide them correctly.

Keywords: Alternative medicine methods, pediatric oncology, survey

Amac: Cocukluk cadi kanserleri goreceli olarak nadir karsilagilan bir hastalik grubudur. Tedavide kemoterapi, radyoterapi ve cerrahi uygulamalar
multidisipliner bir yaklasim ile uygulanmaktadir. Konvansiyonel tedavinin yani sira alternatif tip uygulamalarinin kullanimi da artmaktadir. Ozellikle tani ve
tedavi stirecinde aileler kanser tanisi alan cocuklart icin doktorlara alternatif tip uygulamalari hakkinda sorular sormaktadir. Bu calismada kanser tanisi alan
cocuk hastalarin ebeveynlerinin alternatif tip uygulamalari hakkindaki bilgi ve garuslerinin degerlendirilmesi amaclanmistir.
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Yontem: Cocukluk cadi kanser hastalarinin ebeveynleri ile goriisulip kendilerine bir anket uygulanarak hangi alternatif tip uygulamalari hakkinda bilgi sahibi
olduklart, bu uygulamalar hakkinda nereden bilgi sahibi olduklari, bu uygulamalar hakkinda neler dustindiikleri anket araciligyla sorgulandi. Tanimlayici ve

gruplar arasi karsilastirmal istatistiksel analizler yapild.

Bulgular: Dokuz EyLiil Universitesi Tip Fakiiltesi Hastanesi Cocuk Onkoloji Poliklinigi ve Saglik Bilimleri Universitesi, izmir Tepecik Egitim ve Arastirma Hastanesi
Cocuk Onkoloji Klinigi'nde tedavi gdren cocuklarin ebeveynlerinin alternatif tip ile ilgili bilgi diizeyleri ve konu hakkindaki diisiincelerini degerlendirmek icin
yaptigimiz ankete 135 kisi katildi. Anket uygulananlarin %80'i daha 6nce alternatif tipi duydugunu ve %75'i de alternatif tip hakkinda bilgisi oldugunu, %60' ise
tedavinin herhangi bir déneminde kendilerine tavsiye edilen alternatif tip yontemleri oldugunu belirtti. Anket uygulananlarin %215'inin alternatif tip yontemi
kullandigini tespit ettik. En sik kullanilan yontemler; bitkisel kiirler, propolis, esek siitd, kaplumbagda kani, gimus suyu, kefir, reiki mantari idi.

Sonuc: Katiimailarin bildigi yontemler oldukgca genis bir yelpazedeydi. EGitim diizeyi yiksek olan katiimcilarin, alternatif tip yontemlerine daha yatkin
olduklarini gorduk. Hastalarin alternatif tip yéntemlerine olan egilimini dederlendirip, onlari dogru bir sekilde yonlendirmemiz gerektigi sonucuna vardik.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Alternatif tip uygulamalari, cocuk onkoloji, anket

Introduction

Cancer is an important health problem worldwide. We
observe that number of cases has increased over the years.
Cancerin childhood is relatively rare. Only 0.5% of all cancers
are detected under the age of 15%. Unlike adult cancers,
children have a longer life expectancy and better response
to treatment. Chemotherapy, radiotherapy and surgery
are the treatment options, applied with a multidisciplinary
approach.

Alternative medicine includes many treatments that are
used in addition to or instead of conventional methods
such as chemotherapy and radiotherapy. First, Eisenberg
defined alternative medicine as medical interventions
not usually taught in medical school and not found in a
hospital setting®. We can evaluate complementary and
alternative medicine (CAM) methods in five groups (Table 1)
B, The frequency of tendency to alternative methods in the
protection of health, also fighting against chronic diseases
and cancer is increasing.

According to the research of the European Partnership on
Action Against Cancer, the most preferred methods are
acupuncture, homeopathy and herbal products®. In our
country, especially herbal products are more frequently
preferred®.

Parents whose children are diagnosed with cancer, ask
questions about alternative medicine to healthcare
professionals during their treatment period. By researching
alternative medicine methods, parents are thinking about
and even using these methods for different purposes®.
We always inform families about our opinion that using
alternative medicine methods during multidisciplinary
cancer treatment is not appropriate. However, it is within
our knowledge that the families have tried or want to try
alternative methods at the time of diagnosis, treatment
phase or the terminal period.

In this study, we wanted to evaluate the knowledge and
opinions of the parents of children with cancer about
alternative medicine methods.

Materials and Methods

The volunteer parents of patients whose child diagnosed
cancer and continuing active treatment were interviewed, a
questionnaire was applied to them. They were asked about
which alternative medicine practices they had information
about, where they got information about these practices, and
what they thought about these practices. A questionnaire
consisting of 35 questions was applied to the volunteers
(mother, father, older brother/sister or grandparent) of the
children who were treated in Dokuz Eylil University Medical

Table 1. Complementary and alternative medicine methods

1- Alternative and medical system

Homeopathy, Ayurveda, Chinese medicine

2- Body - mind therapy

Hypnosis, music, prayer, biofeedback

3- Biologically based treatments

Herbal products, vitamins, special diets

4- Energy treatments

Reiki

5- Manipulative and bodily based treatments

Massage, exercise, hydrotherapy, reflexology
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Faculty Hospital Pediatric Oncology Clinic or University of
Health Sciences Turkey, izmir Tepecik Education and Research
Hospital Pediatric Oncology Clinic. Informed consent was
obtained from the volunteers before the questionnaire. The
study protocol was approved by the local Ethics Committee of
University of Health Sciences Turkey, izmir Tepecik Education
and Research Hospital (2021/05-27).

Statistical Analysis

The data obtained from the questionnaires were entered into
the SPSS 22.0 program to calculate descriptive statistics.
Associations between the demographic and clinical
variables were analyzed using chi-square test, t-tests and
Mann-Whitney test for independent groups. For statistical
significance, p<0.05 was accepted as significant.

Results

A total of 135 people, 61 from Dokuz Eylil University
Medical Faculty Hospital Pediatric Oncology Clinic and 74
from University of Health Sciences Turkey, izmir Tepecik
Education and Research Hospital Pediatric Oncology Clinic,
participated in the survey.

When we look at the characteristics of patients; 46% were
female and 54% male (M/F=117). The median age at
diagnosis was 8 (1-17 years). While 54% of the children were
diagnosed with leukemia and lymphoma, the others were
diagnosed with solid tumors. 86% of the patients received
chemotherapy and 24% received radiotherapy. Surgery was
performed in 41% of the patients.

The median age of the respondents was 35 (20-67 years).
The demographic characteristics of the participants are
presented in Table 2. While most mothers (79.5%) were
homemakers, 40% of the fathers were self-employed,
15% were civil servants, 37% were workers, and 8% were
unemployed.

Of those respondents, 80% said they had heard about
alternative medicine before, and 75% said they knew
alternative medicine. 60% of them stated that they had
alternative medicine methods recommended to them at any
time of the treatment.

The methods they heard and described as alternative
medicine included herbal cures, hiyama, tarhana rub, leech,
spring water, bioenergy, propolis, donkey milk, chamomile,
donkey grass, fenugreek, bioresonance, centauryan oil,
breast milk, silver water, turtle blood, olive leaf, royal jelly,
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pollen, clove oil, carob molasses, mulberry molasses,
cupping, hemp oil, kefir, vitamin pills, blue scorpion venom
from Cuba, turmeric, dandelion, reiki mushrooms.

Respondents asked about the ways of accessing information
aboutthese methods: 15% said they heard it fromtheir friends,
7% from their relatives, 29% from other patient relatives; 12%
said that they reached through internet searching motors,
15% from social media, 18% from television, 4% from books/
newspapers/magazines.

21.5% (n=29) of those participants have used at least one
type of alternative medicine method. The methods used are
summarized in Table 3. While 83% (n=24) of parents have
used a single method, 17% (n=5) have used more than one
method. The method of application: 80% had taken orally,
20% applied to the skin as rubbing. ALl the methods were
applied by a family member. Respondents who reported the
use of alternative medicine were asked if had discussed this
with healthcare providers: 30% reported to their doctor, and
20% to any health personnel other than the doctor.

When asked about the reasons for using alternative
medicine methods, the following Llist was provided: Reduce
side effects/physical stabilization (40%), strengthening the
immune system (24%), increase the effect of treatment
(35%) and improving cure chance as a source of hope (12%).
Respondents were asked to specify the factors that convinced
them to use alternative methods; advice of neighborhood

Table 2. Demographic characteristics of the respondents

Number (n) | Percent (%)
Respondent 135 100
Mother 86 63.7
Father 36 26.7
Sibling 7 5.2
Grandmother/grandfather 6 4.4
Participant's educational Level
[lliterate 8 5.9
Primary school 42 311
Secondary school 20 14.8
High school 39 28.9
University graduate 26 19.3
Economic status of the family
Poor 34 25.2
Moderate 77 57.0
Good 24 17.8
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50%, positive results in their environment 20%, confidence
in alternative medicine 10% and because of desperation 8%.

When we asked the participants to evaluate their level of
knowledge about the alternative medicine method they
used, 14% answered that they had a lot of knowledge, 55%
said that they had moderate knowledge and 31% answered
that they had a little knowledge.

While the rate of those who thought that there was a risk
in the application of the methods was 28%, the rate of
those who thought that they benefited from these methods
was 70%. When we asked those who stated that they had
knowledge about alternative medicine methods but did not
use them; 60% said they had consulted a doctor and it was
not considered appropriate, 20% said they did not want to
take the risk, 10% said they did not need it, 5% did not find it
reliable, and 5% still thought.

Discussion

Today, the use of alternative medicine methods is becoming
increasingly common both in general population and in
cancer patients. Although studies with adult cancer patients
are in the majority, it is also an important and questionable
issue for childhood cancers. In the literature review, the
frequency of alternative treatment use in Turkey was found
to be 22.1-84.1%".

There is a wide variety of alternative medicine methods
available. There was no guidance regarding the methods
in our survey, the participants stated that they mostly knew

Table 3. Alternative methods used by parents

Method Number (n) Percent (%)
Herbal mixtures 8 276
Propolis 4 13.8
Kefir 4 13.8
Donkey milk 3 10.3
Vitamin pills 2 6.9
Reishi mushroom 1 3.45
Turtle blood 1 3.45
Silver water 1 3.45
Nettle 1 3.45
St. John's Wort oil 1 3.45
Bioenergy 1 3.45
Prayer 1 3.45
Massage 1 3.45

about or used herbal products. The most frequently preferred
method in the literature is herbal agents, either®.

In a clinical trial evaluating the use of complementary/
alternative treatment in patients with breast cancer, it was
found that 48.8% of the patients applied at least one method.
The most frequently applied method was herbal methods, as
in our study®.

In a study with lung cancer patients, it was found that low
socioeconomic status and low education level were the most
important factors affecting the use of alternative medicine
methods"?. In our study, there was no statistically significant
difference in terms of educational status and socioeconomic
status between user/nonusers, respectively (p=0.067, 0.12).

Alternative medicine method use rarely discussed with the
doctor. Parents tend to hide their use of alternative medicine
methods from doctors and other health professionals, and
we think that the rate of alternative medicine method use
may be higher than our study results, even if the survey was
nameless.

Views of the parents on alternative non-medical practices in
children, evaluated in a study, the rate of at least one method
usage was found to be 26.1%. In this study, it was emphasized
that these practices can harm most people and change the
effectiveness of conventional treatment®,

Drozdoff et al."?, studied about complementary medicine
intake during systemic therapy in adult cancer patients,
and found that especially herbal products are often used
together with systemic cancer therapy. Therefore it would
be inevitable to use alternative treatments in the clinical
routine in the future.

A population-based retrospective survey conducted in
Germany on complementary and alternative treatment
methods in children with cancer. The rate of alternative
method usage was reported as 35%. The most common
reason for use is physical stabilization, strengthening the
immune system and increasing the chance of recovery.
These results were similar to our study. 70% of respondents
not discussed the use of alternative method with their doctor.
This rate is surprisingly lower in our study. Our respondents
discussed the situation either with their doctor or healthcare
professionals, this can be the reason for higher rate®.

In another survey study on the use of alternative and
complementary therapies in children with cancer, the rate
of alternative medicine use was found to be 49%"4. This rate
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is higher compared to our study, and when we look at the
methods used, it was seen that physical and psychological
methods were also included in this study, unlike ours.

In an observational study conducted in a pediatric oncology
center in Italy, the rate of alternative medicine method usage
was found to be 12.4%. They stated that the most common
reason for use is to reduce the side effects of chemotherapy
drugs™.

Like our study, the use of CAM in children with cancer
investigated in two oncology centers in France. A hundred
eleven families answered questionnaire, 48.6% of
respondents reported CAM uses, 59.3% reported it to the
health worker. The most commonly used method was
homeopathy in this study. As we found in our study, the main
reason for the using CAM was to control the side effects of
conventional treatment®.

Similarly, in a survey study performed in two clinics in
Canada, the prevalence of use of alternative medicine
method was determined as 60.5%, and most those who
used it did not share this issue with the doctor and other
healthcare professionals, as in our study®.

In a study conducted in our country, a questionnaire was
applied to 110 mothers with a child diagnosed with cancer
and the rate of use of alternative methods was given as
53.6%. Herbal products were used most frequently, and the
diversity was found to be similar to our study"®. Genc et al."?
determined the prevelance of CAM use as 75% and the rate
of sharing this issue with the doctor was 25%.

The use of alternative medicine methods is becoming more
and more common. Use is more common in adults and
especially in chronic diseases. It is also a popular topic for
oncology patients and is a subject that physicians consult.
The diversity of the methods and the ease of accessibility
necessitated the need to have knowledge about these
methods and their possible beneficial/harmful effects. It is
used more frequently in adult oncology patients, but the
rate decreases in pediatric patients. This may be related to
the protective attitudes of parents toward their children and
their reluctance to use methods whose effects are unknown.

Due to the wide variety of methods known and used in our
study, applying the questionnaire to a larger number of
participants may enable us to obtain clearer results.

More studies are needed to evaluate the tendency of
patients to alternative medicine methods and to guide
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them properly. The possible benefits/harms of alternative
medicine methods should be demonstrated based
on evidence. Solidarity and cooperation between the
healthcare team and families in cancer treatment is critical
to best manage the treatment of patients with trust and
accurate information.

Study Limitations

This study has some Llimitations. The small number of
participants is the main limitation of our study. Similar
studies could be conducted with more than two centers and
with more participants. The other limitation is the fact that
the questionnaire is administered by the doctor may increase
the probability of the family hiding the truth.

Conclusion

As there is a need for prospective studies on the effects
and side effects of alternative medicine methods, pediatric
oncologists also must have sufficient information about
these treatments and inform families professionally.
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