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Board responds to consultation on complementary medicine 
The Medical Board of Australia will not change the existing professional standards framework in relation to 
patients seeking care from medical practitioners who provide complementary and unconventional medicine 
and emerging treatments. 

The Board will not issue guidelines on ‘complementary and unconventional medicine and emerging 
treatments’ and will continue to rely on the existing standards framework set out in Good medical practice: 
a code of conduct for doctors in Australia. The code includes guidance on patient assessment, basing 
clinical decisions on the best available information and considering the balance of benefit and harm, and 
informed consent. 

The Board received more than 13,000 submissions to its consultation on options for clearer regulation of 
medical practitioners who provide complementary and unconventional medicine and emerging treatments. 

The consultation, open for six months in 2019, sought feedback about whether additional safeguards were 
needed for patients receiving care from medical practitioners who provide complementary and 
unconventional medicine and emerging treatments. It looked at options to best protect patients and 
minimise the risk of harm to them, without stifling innovation, making a judgement about specific clinical 
practices or limiting patients’ right to choose their healthcare. 

Medical Board Chair, Dr Anne Tonkin, said the consultation was robust and the submissions shed light on 
both the issues and the possible solutions. 

‘It is clear from the consultation that there is no simple equation linking areas of practice with risk to 
patients, and that high-risk practice is not confined to one area of medicine,’ Dr Tonkin said. 

‘In effect, the solution we had proposed did not match the problem we were trying to solve and the labels 
we used – complementary and unconventional medicine and emerging treatments – were not helpful in 
defining the level of risk posed to patients,’ she said. 

The Medical Board said there was a persisting issue of patients being offered high risk treatments that did 
not have an evidence base of safety and efficacy, which the consultation process confirmed was not limited 
to complementary and unconventional medicine and emerging treatments. A related issue involves 
vulnerable patients not being provided with the information they would need to give genuinely informed 
consent.  

‘It is clear that we need to carefully match safeguards for patients with high-risk practice, which occurs 
across a number of areas of medicine,’ Dr Tonkin said. 

‘We need to calibrate our regulatory approach to address risk, while also acknowledging patients’ rights to 
make informed choices,’ Dr Tonkin said. 
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The Board will continue to refine its risk-based regulatory approach, so that regulatory safeguards match 
risk to patients across all areas of practice. This work will not be limited to specific areas of practice and will 
be developed over time.  

‘As we do this, we will continue to engage with the profession and the community,’ Dr Tonkin said. 

‘The good thing about consultation is that feedback from the profession and the community helps make 
sure we target regulatory safeguards to address risk to patients, and avoid unintended consequences,’ she 
said.  
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