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Objective:  To determine the extent to which patients in the practices of primary care clinicians associated with a largely rural practice-based research network utilize complementary and alternative medicine (CAM), what types of CAM they use and why they use them, and how they communicate with their health care providers about their use.  To pilot test the survey administration method in a small number of Kentucky Ambulatory Network (KAN) practices.

Methods:  This cross-sectional study of patients in the practices of KAN clinician members utilized a written self-administered survey about complementary and alternative medicine use. 

Results:  

Over a four week period in May 2004, 115 adult patients in the waiting rooms of four KAN member practices completed the survey.  The CAM utilization for all 4 sites was 61%, with a range of 55-85%. 

Of the KAN patients reporting CAM utilization in the past year, 95% were also taking prescription medications. CAM users tended to be female, older than non-users, and to have private insurance. Patients were more likely to use CAM to improve their overall health than for pain or other reasons. Only 9% pf the KAN patients reported receiving care from CAM practitioners. Among the KAN patients, 40% reported prayer for health, 34% reported vitamin use, and 26 % used diets. 


Only 17 % of KAN patients indicated that they had told their health provider about their CAM use, while 13 % reported that their health provider had inquired about CAM. Any communication about CAM was reported by 27% of patients. 
This study was planned as a pilot project for a survey of 600 patients in 8 to 12 KAN practices. Investigators are being sought for the follow-up study. The general design of the study, with self-administered surveys completed by patients while waiting for care, worked well. On the basis of the responses to this study, several changes are recommended for the survey instrument. 
Implications:  The most important implications of this study are related to patient-health provider communication in primary care encounters. This pilot study demonstrates that the majority of patients in KAN practices report CAM use, a finding consistent with the reports of KAN clinicians in an earlier study. While KAN clinicians indicated that they often inquired and that patients frequently told them about CAM use, only about a quarter of patients surveyed in these four practices indicated that any communication about CAM had taken place in their medical visits over the past year. 
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