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Submission 
Breast Cancer Network Australia welcomes the opportunity to provide 
feedback to CHF’s discussion paper on the Information Use and Needs of 
Complementary Medicines Users. 
  
We are certainly concerned about some of the findings included in the 
National Prescribing Service (NPS) Information Use and Needs of 
Complementary Medicines Users Report, in particular that: 

 Nearly half of NPS survey respondents did not discuss their use of 
complementary medicines with their doctor; 

 Consumers believe that complementary medicines have been tested 
for efficacy by the manufacturer and by a regulator or independent 
authority such as the Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA); 

 Consumers are unaware that complementary medicines may have 
potential harms associated with side effects, exceeding the 
recommended dose, allergies and interactions with conventional 
medicines; and 

 Consumers believe complementary medicines are ‘safer’ than 
conventional medicines. 

 
BCNA’s position statement on complementary therapies includes the following 
key statements: 

 Quality information about complementary medicines should be 
available to all women with breast cancer. 

About Breast Cancer Network Australia 
Breast Cancer Network Australia (BCNA) is the peak national organisation 
for Australians personally affected by breast cancer. We empower, inform, 
represent and link together people whose lives have been affected by 
breast cancer.  
 
BCNA represents more than 57,000 individual members and 294 Member 
Groups from across Australia. 
 
BCNA works to ensure that women diagnosed with breast cancer and their 
families receive the very best information, treatment, care and support 
possible – no matter who they are or where they live. BCNA is represented 
by the pink lady silhouette. The pink lady depicts the organisation’s focus – 
women diagnosed with breast cancer.   

http://www.bcna.org.au/news/about-bcna/advocacy/position-statements/complementary-therapies
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 BCNA recommends that all women ask their complementary therapist 
about the potential side effects and interactions with other medicines of 
any medicines recommended to them by their therapists. In addition, 
BCNA emphasises the importance of a woman communicating with 
her medical team about any complementary therapies she is using. 

 High quality research into complementary therapies, taking account of 
quality of life and symptom control, should be a funding priority. 

 

 
Discussion Paper Key Questions 1 – 3 

1. Have you or would you consider using complementary medicines and health 
products, e.g. vitamins, mineral supplements, herbal teas, homeopathic 
medicines? 

2. If yes, for what purpose might you visit a natural therapist or use a 
complementary medicine? 

3. What do you think are the main advantages and disadvantages of using 
natural medicines or health products? 

 
In a 2009 survey of BCNA members, we asked questions about women’s use 
of, and attitude towards, complementary therapies. While some women told us 
they don’t use or believe in complementary therapies, others told us they use 
and recommend to other women a variety of therapies, including vitamins, 
herbal medicines and green tea. 
 

‘I saw a naturopath who was able to help with complementary 
therapies to help build my immune system when going through 
treatment.’ – Kathryn 

 
We also hear anecdotally from women about their use of complementary 
medicines and from time to time women discuss them on our Online Network.  

 
‘The magic stuff I am taking is called Blue Green Algae - organically 
grown Klamath Lake.  Also high dose Selenium.’  – Sue  

 
We know that sometimes women using complementary medicines are 
reluctant to discuss their use of these medications with their treating doctors, 
as they may fear disapproval. However we believe it is critical that women can 
feel confident they have someone with whom they can discuss complementary 
medicines, without worrying about the response they may receive.   

 
We are particularly concerned that some complementary medicines, including 
seemingly innocuous vitamin supplements such as Calcium, iron and Vitamin 
C, can interfere with conventional breast cancer medications and that some 
women appear to be unaware of the harm these supplements can cause. 
Other complementary medicines, including some herbal and homeopathic 
remedies, can also negatively interact with conventional breast cancer 
treatments. 
 
BCNA believes that good quality research on the interaction between some of 
the more widely used complementary medicines and conventional breast 
cancer treatments should be undertaken so women can make informed 
decisions on their use. 
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Discussion Paper Key Questions 4 – 5 
4. Although registered or listed on the Australian Register of Therapeutic Goods 

(ARTG), complementary medicines are not tested for efficacy. Do you think 
this is understood by the health consumers and the general public? 

5. Do you think that consumers using complementary medicines should be more 
aware of how products are regulated? If so, how could consumers be 
informed? 

 
Based on our dealings with women with breast cancer over many years, we 
think that the majority of Australians are probably not aware that 
complementary medicines are not tested for efficacy by the TGA, or another 
independent authority, before being approved for use in Australia. It concerns 
us that manufacturers or sponsors of complementary medicines are able to 
self-assess their products and are not required to provide evidence of efficacy 
or effectiveness to the TGA before their products are registered for use. We 
have raised this matter in a previous submission to the TGA. 
 
We believe consumers should be able to easily access information explaining 
the process for the listing of complementary medicines in Australia. In 
particular, consumers should be made aware that these medications are not 
always tested for efficacy and effectiveness, and that the TGA does not 
require evidence of efficacy and effectiveness before approving applications 
for listing of new products.  
 
The TGA website includes information on the process for registering 
complementary medicines, however it is within the ‘Industry’ pages of the 
website and as such is targeted to manufacturers and sponsors applying to 
have complementary medicines listed on the ARTG. It is not written in 
language that is easily accessible to consumers. 
 
BCNA suggests information on the regulation of complementary medicines 
needs to be provided in consumer-friendly language that is easily found via 
websites such as those of the TGA or the NPS.  
 
Brochures could be made available in pharmacies and other retail outlets 
where complementary medicines are sold. 
 
 

Discussion Paper Key Questions 6 – 9 
6. Where would you seek information about complementary medicines? 
7. How would you assess the potential effectiveness of complementary 

medicines before using a product? 
8. Would you discuss your use of complementary medicines with your doctor or 

other health professional? 
9. In future, where would you prefer to be able to access information about 

complementary medicines? 

 
BCNA has conducted research with our members into the types of breast 
cancer related information they would like to receive. In regard to medications, 
they have told us that they want: 

 to be assured that the medications prescribed for them are safe and 
effective; and 

 to be provided with information about the safety and effectiveness of 
complementary medicines and how particular complementary 
medicines may affect, or interfere with, their conventional medications. 
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We know through our surveys of women that many of them use the internet to 
undertake research relating to their breast cancer diagnosis. Websites they 
report visiting for information about medications and treatments include: 

 pharmaceutical companies; 

 individual product websites; 

 credible cancer organisations such BCNA, National Breast and 
Ovarian Cancer Centre, Cancer Councils, and the US website 
www.breastcancer.org.   

 
BCNA believes that women with breast cancer who are considering using a 
complementary medicine should be able to find information about the 
product’s efficacy and effectiveness, any possible side-effects and any 
possible interactions with other medications. This information is vital in 
assisting women to make an informed decision about the safety and 
usefulness of the medication.  
 
It would also help women to decide whether or not a medicine is good value 
for money. We know that many women struggle with the high financial costs 
associated with a breast cancer diagnosis. We are concerned that some 
women maying be paying for medicines that are not benefitting them or, in 
worst cases, for medicines that are in fact harming them or reducing the 
efficacy of their conventional breast cancer treatments. 
 

‘At such an emotional time, we tend to try anything in our attempt to 
regain health, so more accurate information would guide us to make 
more informed decisions.’ – Jill 

 
This information could be provided via reliable websites on the internet. We 
think the TGA is the appropriate authority to report this information, however 
that would require it to collect evidence-based information on the efficacy of 
complementary medications, which it currently does not always do. 
 
The NPS website would also be an ideal place for consumers to find this 
information. 
 
Health professionals should be another source of reliable information for 
women, however we know that often women don’t discuss their use of 
complementary medicines with their doctor.  
 
Perhaps individual product labels need to include a warning that the product 
may not have been tested for effectiveness and that consumers should 
discuss its use with their doctor if they have a health condition or any 
concerns. 
 
BCNA recommends to our members that they discuss any complementary 
therapies they are using or considering with a member of their medical team. 
Our website includes the following statement: 
 

Before starting any complementary therapy, it is a good idea to talk to 
a member of your medical team to discuss any possible effects the 
therapy may have on your treatment. While many complementary 
therapies can be very helpful, some can interfere with medications, 
particularly some vitamin supplements and herbal and homeopathic 
remedies. 

 

http://www.breastcancer.org/
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Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback to this discussion paper. 
For further information on our submission, please contact Kathy Wells, Senior 
Policy Officer, on (03) 9805 2562 or at kwells@bcna.org.au. 
 
 
 

    
 
 
Michelle Marven     
Policy Manager      
 
 

mailto:kwells@bcna.org.au

