
An introduction to research 
in integrative medicine

Dr Ava Lorenc 
Co-Chair

Research Council for Complementary Medicine



Introduction 
RCCM:

● UK's leading authority on TCIM (Traditional 
Complementary and Integrative Medicine) research.

● To support, nurture and advise on delivering high-quality 
research within the TCIM community.

● Trustees
● Members
● Conference

Ava Lorenc
● Editor in Chief, EuJIM
● Co Chair, RCCM
● Research Fellow, University of Bristol 



Overview of session

● Searching for evidence 
● Critical appraisal 
● Research designs for TCIM practitioners 
● Publication and dissemination 
● What RCCM can offer 



How to search for and retrieve research papers 

● Databases
● Open access journals/papers
● Email author
● Pay per view
● Research Gate
● Copyright 



How to search for and retrieve research papers 

Databases: 
❏ Pubmed/medline: www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/
❏ Google scholar: https://scholar.google.co.uk/
❏ Cochrane library: http://cochranelibrary-wiley.com/cochranelibrary/search
❏ AMED
❏ OVID
❏ Cinahl (nursing & allied health)
❏ PsycInfo
❏ Embase (biomedical)

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/
https://scholar.google.co.uk/
http://cochranelibrary-wiley.com/cochranelibrary/search
http://cochranelibrary-wiley.com/cochranelibrary/search
http://cochranelibrary-wiley.com/cochranelibrary/search


How to search for and retrieve research papers 
Other types and sources of literature

● Reference lists
● NHS Evidence
● Citations & related articles – google scholar, article websites
● Grey literature (non journal)
● Protocols
● Conference abstracts
● Registries (for ongoing research) e.g. UKCRN, Health service research 

projects in progress, Prospero
● Theses (index to theses)



How to search for and retrieve research papers 
Searching: 
● Keyword/search terms – MeSH

terms; Advanced
Search Results - PubMed (nih.gov)

● Date limits?
● Language limits?
● PICO(TS): population, intervention, 

comparator, outcomes, timing, and 
setting.

● Combining search terms

https://meshb.nlm.nih.gov/search
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/advanced/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/advanced/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/advanced/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/advanced/


Critical appraisal of different study designs

GRADE



Critical appraisal
• Date of publication

• Country

• Setting (clinical etc)

• Study design

• Quality

• Size of study

• Impact factor of journal



Key points to look for (RCTs):
• Randomisation (randomisation process, concealment of allocation etc)

• Sample size estimation

• Blinding

• Withdrawals/dropouts

• Publication bias

Guidance: 
• Cochrane handbook

• BMJ EBM Toolkit http://bestpractice.bmj.com/info/toolkit/ebm-toolbox/ 
includes critical appraisal, statistics, glossary, resources

Critical appraisal

http://bestpractice.bmj.com/info/toolkit/ebm-toolbox/
http://bestpractice.bmj.com/info/toolkit/ebm-toolbox/
http://bestpractice.bmj.com/info/toolkit/ebm-toolbox/


Methodological approaches for studying integrated 
medicine

Qualitative 
research



Methodological approaches for studying integrated 
medicine
The supposed ‘gold standard’ of the double blind randomised controlled 
trial

Group 1

Group 2Random 
allocation



Challenges with the RCT design for integrated 
medicine: Model validity

● Concordance of trial intervention vs 
clinical practice. 

● Complex interventions 

● Low model validity may = false 
negative findings



An example

Hughes, JG (2007) Acupuncture for rheumatoid arthritis and the impact of acupuncturist affiliation to a traditional or western theoretical 
framework: exploring the perceptions of acupuncturists and patients (PhD thesis). Manchester Metropolitan University



An example
Does not reflect treatment for 
arthritis as reported in a 
qualitative study with 
acupuncturists 



Challenges with the RCT design for integrated 
medicine: model validity
Integrated medicine trials need to 
ensure model validity, using 
appropriate methods.

● Mixed methods approach
● Systematic review examining 

previous treatments used in 
papers

● Workshop with experts. 
● Informed by the systematic review 

and their clinical expertise experts 
devise and agree the trial 
intervention. 



Challenges with the RCT design for integrated 
medicine: Placebo/control interventions
 • Placebo = indistinguishable from the true 

intervention, yet physiologically inert.

• Challenging in TCIM

• E.g. acupuncture: needles at ‘wrong’ 
places; retractable ‘stage dagger’ 
needles; or inactivated TENS.

• In TCIM often leads to ‘no difference’ in 
effect = both are effective 

• Pragmatic trial designs



Challenges with the RCT design for integrated 
medicine 
Even in integrated medicine modalities 
amenable to the randomised placebo 
controlled trial design, such as herbal 
or homeopathic interventions, pre trial 
research needs conducting to ensure 
the placebo intervention is 
indistinguishable to the real 
intervention.



Challenges with the RCT design for integrated 
medicine: outcome measures
• Can only detect what you measure 

• Traditional outcome measures designed for conventional (typically 
pharmacological) interventions.

• Some outcome measures capture the wider effects of TCIM
• MYMOP
• Warwick Holistic Health Questionnaire 

• Embedded qualitative study to capture patients’ experiences/unexpected 
outcomes 



Qualitative research

• Understanding and meaning
• Processes or factors which influence a phenomena
• Approches include:

– Thematic analysis
– Phenomenology
– Ethnography
– Grounded theory
– Narrative
– Framework 

• Can detect outcomes
• Not only within a trial



Publication and dissemination of your research

Why disseminate? 

✓ Required by funder
✓ Research is no use sitting on a shelf!
✓ Make an impact
✓ Change practice/policy
✓ Open discussions
✓ Raise awareness

Research is of no use unless 
it gets to the people who 
need to use it
Professor Chris Whitty, Chief Scientific 
Adviser for the Department of Health

Research is of no use 
unless it gets to the 
people who need to use it



Publication and dissemination of your research

Where to publish? 

● Journals
● Magazines/non peer-reviewed 

journals
● Social media
● Blogs
● Mainstream press
● Lay summary



Publication and dissemination of your research
TCIM Journals

● EuJIM

● BMC CAM – Open access

● Complementary therapies in clinical practice

● Complementary therapies in medicine

● Journal of complementary and integrative medicine

● Evidence based CAM

● Alternative Therapies in Health and Medicine

● FACT

● Journal of holistic nursing

● Journal of holistic healthcare

● Therapy specific 



Publication and dissemination of your research
Choosing a journal:

✓ Best audience for your message

✓ Open access or pay per view? 

✓ Scope 

✓ Impact factor, CiteScore and other metrics

✓ Word count

✓ Type of papers published

✓ Visibility, social media presence etc.

✓ Turnaround time



Article arrives with EuJIM

ASA check formatting & plagiarism

Editorial office – reject or pass to Editor

Editor – pass to another Editor or send for review 

Peer review

Editor makes a decision & adds comments

Reject  Minor  Major

       amendments         amendments

Author resubmits (or not)

Transfer

Acceptance 

Proofing

Publication

Dissemination – email, 
social media etc 



How not to get rejected

✓ Reporting checklists e.g. Consort, 
Prisma, Coreq

✓ Format for the journal

✓ Good English, concise

✓ Title and abstract are important

✓ Likely to be cited

✓ Interest to readers

Follow the 
guide for 
authors

Think of 
the 

audience

Anticipate 
reviewers’ 
comments



What can the RCCM offer?
Free newsletter

Membership 

Full Member (£50 p/a)
✓ Discounted events
✓ RCCM Connect networking sessions
✓ Advice from trustees
✓ Website members-only resources
✓ Linkedin group 

Corporate Member (£200/pa)
✓ Discounted events
✓ Representation 
✓ Profile on website
✓ Access to resources

www.rccm.org.uk
info@rccm.org.uk

http://www.rccm.org.uk/


Annual conference

● Thursday 24th September
● Online with local hubs encouraged
● Theme: Supporting clinical practice 

through evidence

https://rccm.org.uk/news-and-
events/events/rccm-conference-2026/ 

https://rccm.org.uk/news-and-events/events/rccm-conference-2026/
https://rccm.org.uk/news-and-events/events/rccm-conference-2026/
https://rccm.org.uk/news-and-events/events/rccm-conference-2026/
https://rccm.org.uk/news-and-events/events/rccm-conference-2026/
https://rccm.org.uk/news-and-events/events/rccm-conference-2026/
https://rccm.org.uk/news-and-events/events/rccm-conference-2026/
https://rccm.org.uk/news-and-events/events/rccm-conference-2026/
https://rccm.org.uk/news-and-events/events/rccm-conference-2026/
https://rccm.org.uk/news-and-events/events/rccm-conference-2026/


Recommended reading
● MRC Complex interventions guidance
● CAM and trial design: 

○ Mason, S., et al. (2002). "Evaluating complementary medicine: methodological challenges of 
randomised controlled trials." BMJ 325(7368): 832-834.

○ Verhoef, M. J., et al. (2005). "Complementary and alternative medicine whole systems research: Beyond 
identification of inadequacies of the RCT." Complementary therapies in medicine 13(3): 206-212.

● Feasibility studies
○ Eldridge, S. M., et al. (2016). "Defining Feasibility and Pilot Studies in Preparation for Randomised 

Controlled Trials: Development of a Conceptual Framework." PLoS ONE 11(3): e0150205.
● Pragmatic trials

○ Macpherson, H. (2004). "Pragmatic clinical trials." Complementary therapies in medicine 12(2-3): 136-
140.

● Research methods in health by Ann Bowling

● https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m0004l7k
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