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Preface
Although books on complementary veterinary medicine are

becoming more plentiful, they are usually written for

veterinarians and tend to be on the veterinary student

textbook level. Other books on the subject are written for

pet owners. They are good for an introduction to the subject

but lack the depth needed to be useful for a technician in a

practice. There are a growing number of owners who use

natural methods for their pets. If a practice can’t answer the

questions these owners have, the owners often look for

another resource who can. The other resource may be

another veterinary practice, a well-meaning but

misinformed neighbor, a poorly prepared lay practitioner, or

even the Internet.

This book was written to help fill this information gap. It

contains a description of the most common treatment

modalities, with references supporting their use. It includes

lists of commonly used herbs, supplements, and other

methods. It also includes a discussion of how to navigate

through the pro- and anti-holistic opinions to make an

informed decision about whether a treatment method is

promising or useful.

By opening informed discussions with pet owners about

complementary medicine, it encourages owners to tell the

technician or veterinarian about items their pets are being

given, which they may never have mentioned to you

previously. Being conversant with these methods will

encourage your clients to ask before, not after using herbs

or supplements that may interfere with a pet’s treatment. It

will help technicians answer any questions their practice’s

clients may have and help give answers to the skeptical. It

can also help those who want to know if their clients are

helping or hurting their pets.



This book can also answer questions for any veterinarian

who is curious about the field but who does not yet need the

depth of a textbook on the subject. The reference list in the

appendices will help those who want to delve deeper into

the subject and who want to find veterinarians well-versed

in this field. There is a discussion of how to judge research

in JAVMA, Medline, and other sources to verify benefits of a

treatment and how to spot fallacies in reasoning (by both

regular practitioners and holistic ones). Finally, there is a list

of classes and certification courses that veterinarians, and

sometimes technicians, can take for training in these

subjects.

I hope you find this book useful.



About the Author

Dr. Scanlan taught veterinary technicians for 10 years in

community colleges and at a 4-year college. She absorbed

the best of both college cultures and learned how to help

students become the best possible part of a veterinary

health team.

Dr. Scanlan got her start in holistic medicine during her

senior year in veterinary school when she read a book about

the use of vitamin E for heart disease. One of the patients in

her charge was a boxer dog with congestive heart failure.

The dog had been given digoxin and furosemide for 1 year,

and the heart condition was just starting to get worse. The

supervising clinician did not want to increase the dose of

digoxin for fear of side effects, and he was open to the idea

of trying vitamin E. Dr. Scanlan guessed at a dose, and

within 24 hours she was introduced to all the main aspects

of complementary medicine:

1. Vitamin E worked a little too well, and the dog showed

signs of digitalis toxicity. (Just because it’s natural does not

mean it is harmless.)

2. A lower dose helped and the dog improved. (Natural

methods, used properly at the correct dose, can be safer

than conventional medications.)

3. The supervising clinician was impressed, wanted to

publish the results, but did not want it in a famous journal

for fear of what his peers would think. (Some conventional

veterinarians are interested and supportive but are worried

about what could happen to their reputation if they

become too involved.)

4. The cardiologist (who confirmed the digitalis toxicity)

refused to believe that it was vitamin E even though he

could not offer any better explanation. (Others do not



believe in holistic medicine, do not believe it works, do not

accept the connection between a symptom or

improvement in disease, or may think it is dangerous.)

This was the beginning of Dr. Scanlan’s studies in

nutraceuticals. Years later she heard a lecture by a medical

doctor who also had learned acupuncture before it was

recognized as a valid practice in this country. The doctor

was a pain specialist and used it only on his worst cases. He

requested they not tell anyone (for the same reasons as the

veterinary clinician), but it worked so well he found people

lined up on his clinic doorstep wanting treatment. Dr.

Scanlan decided she needed to learn about this also.

She became certified in acupuncture, intending to use it

only for pain. This worked for exactly 1 month, after which

time a Doberman was brought in who “wanted to die,”

according to her owner. Blood tests were normal. An X ray

showed arthritis in one hip. A physical exam showed a lick

granuloma on the hock of the opposite leg (which had been

there despite treatment for 7 years). Acupuncture helped so

much that the lick granuloma went away. However, the dog

still was not acting normally: she did not want to leave the

house, had to be pushed out the door to relieve herself (and

came back in as soon as possible), clung to the owner, and

did not want to go anywhere. Drugs did not work. There was

no good Western diagnosis. In TCM theory, this dog was

exhibiting very yin behavior. Because she had not really

intended to use acupuncture for anything but pain, Dr.

Scanlan’s TCM diagnosis did not go any further than this.

She placed acupuncture needles in all the yang points she

could remember.

The next week, the owner said, “I think maybe we overdid

it.” The dog was staying outside, refused to come in except

to eat (then dashed back out), barked at everything, and

had turned into an independent brat. This convinced Dr.

Scanlan that TCM theory was actually worthwhile, and it was



useful as a different way of looking at things when Western

medicine can’t give an answer. (A second, more balanced

acupuncture treatment got the dog back in balance.)

That opened the doors to other studies, a membership in

several holistic organizations, the founding of the California

Holistic Veterinary Medical Association, and finally, to this

book.



Introduction

“It does not matter whether medicine is old or new, so

long as it brings about a cure. It matters not whether

theories be eastern or western, so long as they prove to

be true.”

Jen Hsou Lin, D.V.M., Ph.D.

Holistic veterinary medicine, also known as alternative,

complementary, or integrative veterinary medicine, is

increasing in importance and use in veterinary practice.

Training of veterinary assistants and receptionists usually

omits most methods of complementary medicine, thus

anyone working for a holistic veterinarian may have to learn

by osmosis, so to speak. Pet owners are often more

knowledgeable in this field than are technicians or

veterinarians, but they are also sources of misinformation. If

you know at least a little bit about a subject, even if

complementary medicine is not performed in your practice,

clients are more likely to tell you about any complementary

therapies they are using and to accept your advice about

combining or dropping certain therapies. Other pet owners

have many beginners’ questions that could be easily

answered by a technician with a little knowledge, allowing

the holistic veterinarian to spend time doing what he or she

does best: applying additional methods of diagnosis and

treatment to chronic conditions that do not respond well to

conventional treatments.

OBJECTIVES

The objectives of this book are to help the technician to

understand holistic veterinary medicine.

educate the public about holistic veterinary medicine.



understand his or her role in helping the holistic

veterinarian and what he or she can and cannot do.

learn about methods the technicians themselves can

use.

gain some familiarity with what a holistic veterinarian

can and cannot do.

learn about training and certification programs in

various aspects of holistic medicine for technicians and

veterinarians.

learn how to judge whether a nontraditional treatment

shows promise.

The place of the technician can be especially important

when performing the following tasks:

answering general questions about holistic medicine

discussing the practice’s views on holistic medicine

explaining what the veterinarian does and does not do

taking a holistic history

designing, judging, and feeding holistic diets

explaining the care and administration of homeopathic

remedies and preparing those remedies

explaining how to store and administer herbal

medication

explaining Chinese medical theory

helping with hospice care and grief counseling

designing and administering a physical therapy program

OVERVIEW OF HOLISTIC

MEDICINE

Veterinarians are interested in holistic medicine for a

number of reasons. Many holistic veterinarians became

interested because they themselves were helped by holistic

rather than conventional medicine. Others saw the results



that a holistic veterinarian was achieving that they

themselves were unable to achieve using conventional

medicine.

Some methods used in holistic medicine can add income

and clients to the practice with only a little study and a

minimum of additional expense. At the other extreme,

however, are methods that require more expensive

education and lifelong study. A holistic veterinarian may use

a single modality, a few, or a combination of many. In

general, no matter how it is used, complementary medicine

emphasizes wellness, natural methods, treating the whole

animal (not just a single disease), and preventive medicine.

The human–animal bond often plays a big part in holistic

medicine.

To attract clients who are interested in holistic methods,

both the technician and the veterinarian must understand

the clients’ viewpoint and speak their language. In addition,

if the clinicians in a practice are recognized as being

knowledgeable about complementary medicine, the

practice’s clients are more likely to turn to the veterinarian

rather than the Internet as a source of information, which

may prevent problems with malnutrition and misuse of

herbs and other modalities. Instead of ignoring warnings

about a dangerous practice, pet owners will act on the

veterinarian’s advice, perhaps preventing a catastrophe. For

example, when grapes and raisins were first recognized as

causing kidney damage in susceptible individuals, there was

a message making the rounds of pet owner e-mail lists that

this was just another example of veterinarians who thought

all dogs should eat only commercial dog food and that

grapes were a healthy treat for dogs. Holistic veterinarians

answered those claims, spread the word about the very real

dangers, gave supporting case studies, and their responses

rapidly replaced those uninformed comments. Until a

veterinarian who is respected in the alternative medicine



community gives a valid response to this type of

misinformation, there is a very real danger of problems such

as this, as well as use of toxic herbs, improper detoxification

procedures (which can lead to death), avoidance of

veterinary care until it is too late, and other disasters.

COMPLEMENTARY MEDICINE

FOR SMALL ANIMALS

The goal of holistic medicine is to normalize the body,

bring it back into balance, help it heal itself, and provide

solutions that are more natural than those used in

traditional medicine. Better food, exercise, and treating the

whole animal, not just the symptoms, are elements of

practicing holistic medicine. Instead of giving medications

that just counteract the symptoms without fixing the root

cause, holistic medicine tries to heal the body and stop the

cause itself.

Conventional veterinarians follow this practice to a certain

extent and have begun using items that have been staples

of holistic medicine for years. (See Chapter 4 for examples.)

For instance, to treat inflammatory bowel disease, special

diets are often prescribed, some of which contain prebiotics.

A few companies are now also marketing probiotics to

conventional veterinarians to treat this disease as well as

others. This approach is good for you, your pet, and the

environment. Because complementary medicine aims to

treat the whole animal, not just the disease, the idea is to

help the body heal itself rather than use methods to fight

single problems and ignore others (including side effects

brought on by those other methods).

To determine what is wrong in the whole animal,

diagnostic methods and vocabulary may be used that are

different from that to which conventional veterinarians are



accustomed, including methods that have been used for

thousands of years. These methods may bring insight by

offering a new way of looking at a problem and may guide

the veterinarian to a new treatment modality. This is

especially true of chronic diseases. For example,

inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) is a catch-all term for

chronic inflammation of the gastrointestinal tract.

Veterinarians will readily admit that what works for one

animal will not work for all animals in treatment of this

disease. In fact, a diet that helps one animal (such as a

high-fiber diet) may harm another animal (that requires a

low-fiber diet). By using traditional Chinese theory,

Ayurvedic medicine, or taking a homeopathic case study,

this general diagnosis can be broken down into a number of

different parts, each of which would require different herbs

or remedies and diets. Instead of a hit-or-miss treatment

method (if this doesn’t work, try that thing next), a more

precise treatment may begin right away.

Another tenet of holistic medicine is the idea that we and

our pets are bombarded by unnatural substances: artificial

flavors, colors, and preservatives, substances such as corn

gluten meal, insecticides, air fresheners, cat litter perfumes,

even nylon dog collars. These substances can build up in

the body and cause reactions in sensitive individuals.

Treatment consists of not only removing these from the

environment but also removing them from the body by a

procedure known as detoxification.

Overvaccination is an issue of concern to many holistic

veterinarians. Fibrosarcomas in cats have been linked to

vaccination. Other less well-known problems may include

autoimmune disease and chronic arteritis, as well as other

chronic inflammatory diseases (Hogenesch et al., 1999;

Souayah et al., 2009). The American Association of Feline

Practitioners (AAFP), the American Animal Hospital

Association (AAHA), and the American Veterinary Medical



Association (AVMA) all now recommend vaccinating less

often than once a year, and there is research in progress as

of the writing of this book indicating that rabies vaccination

is not needed more often than every 7 years. (See

www.rabieschallengefund.org for progress and more

information.)

Dogs and cats, originally considered to be servants (guard

dogs and ratters) and then treated as employees (given a

place in the house to sleep), are now increasingly looked

upon as members of the family. Owners are more attuned to

the human–animal bond.

With advances in veterinary medicine, dogs and cats (and

other pets) are living longer lives, so the incidence of

chronic conditions has increased. Owners are also

increasingly concerned about a healthier lifestyle for

themselves and for their pets. As a result of these concerns,

owners are turning more and more to complementary

medicine.

Veterinarians often practice both complementary and

conventional veterinary medicine rather than only one or

the other. Veterinarians may also use small parts of

complementary medicine or they may embrace most of it

wholeheartedly. This can lead to confusion in the minds of

the public. It is important for veterinary technicians and

nurses to recognize the practice philosophy of the

veterinarian with whom they work in order to be able to

explain what the practice does and why when taking

questions by clients who are shopping for a new

veterinarian.

Practitioners of complementary medicine emphasize that

they don’t practice in a vacuum. Proper nutrition and

exercise are important parts of complementary medicine,

and no single modality works for every situation. There are

situations for which surgery is the best answer, and in an

emergency, Western medicine, with its fast action, is best

http://www.rabieschallengefund.org/


for saving lives. But after the emergency is over and we

need to get an animal back to homeostasis, complementary

medicine is best to restore that balance.

Generally, when visiting a holistic practitioner, the first

visit will last longer than does the average visit with a

veterinarian who practices conventional veterinary

medicine. For a holistic practitioner, the visit may last

anywhere from 20 to 90 minutes. Clients are asked

questions that a regular veterinarian may not ask, resulting

in a more complete discussion of diet, supplements,

exercise habits, and behavior. Because of the length of time

and complexity of the visit, as well as the additional training

required for the veterinarian, fees are generally higher. The

public needs to understand that this increased attention is

the reason for higher fees.

Complementary medicine is most useful for chronic

problems. Because of the chronic nature of the problem

being treated, the total number of visits varies depending

on whether the problem can be cured or if the goal is to

control the condition. Initially, most conditions will require

several visits spaced anywhere from once a week to once a

month. Later, they may be spaced farther apart.

As mentioned previously, veterinarians who practice

complementary medicine usually have additional training

and often, special certification in their chosen modalities.

Veterinary technicians may also receive additional training

in some modalities. It is important that clients understand

what the practice does so they are not disappointed by, for

instance, a veterinarian’s views on vaccinations, raw foods,

or other controversial issues. It is also good for one practice

to know about other practices whose knowledge may be

complementary. For example, if a patient does not fully

respond to one technique, such as acupuncture, they may

do better when chiropractic, massage therapy, or time in an

underwater treadmill is added. If a practice is able to freely



refer to and accept referrals from other practices, as other

specialty practices do, this helps the whole veterinary

community as well as the patients.

Just as in Western medicine, complementary medicine can

have side effects. Properly trained veterinarians and

technicians are aware of potential side effects and which

treatments can interfere with Western medicine. When

conventional practitioners see that a holistic practice is

aware of these matters, they will be more likely to support

their clients’ use of holistic medicine and may even start

referring them to a complementary medicine practice.

COMPLEMENTARY MEDICINE

FOR HORSES AND LIVESTOCK

For large animals, holistic medicine has a different

emphasis. For horses, a major emphasis of holistic medicine

is that of sports medicine. Horse owners have been using

physical therapy, including nutraceutical therapy, for many

years. Stem cell therapy research started in horses (2003)

before it was used in dogs (2006). Glycosaminoglycans have

been available as products for horses longer than for dogs

(1984 and 1997, respectively).

Reproductive problems are important for all large animals,

and acupuncture plays a big part here. Some herbal

medicine is also used. Large animals are most commonly

treated by the veterinarian in stables or on farms, although

owners may bring individual animals to a central clinic.

Some horses are like family, but others are an investment

for a specific goal (winning shows or races), and thus

performance, rather than chronic care, is the emphasis for

holistic medicine. For livestock, growth and reproduction

usually are the areas of emphasis, and any treatment must

be economical enough that a farmer or rancher will still


