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Introduction

he World Health Organization (WHO) identi-
fies complementary and alternative medi-
cine (CAM) as medical systems, practices and
products that are separate from conventional
medicine [1]. The national center for CAM de-
scribes CAM as a group of medical systems, practices,
and products that are not normally found in conven-
tional medicine [2]. This center categorizes complemen-
tary and alternative medical practices into five areas:
Alternative medical systems, mind-body therapies, bio-
logically based therapies, and manipulative and body-
based therapies. Each area offers distinct therapeutic
modalities, including traditional Eastern medicine, acu-
puncture, Ayurveda, naturopathy, and homeopathy [3],
[4, 5]. Popular CAM therapies include acupuncture, aro-
matherapy, yoga, and herbal supplements [6].

In various countries, the use of CAM among children
is prevalent, particularly for managing chronic illnesses
and enhancing quality of life. For example, 6% to 91%
of children with cancer globally report using CAM [7,
8]. Research on children’s CAM use in Europe shows
56% used traditional and complementary medicine [9],
while surveys conducted in Turkey revealed that tradi-
tional and complementary medical treatments were
used by 56.5% to 87% of children [10]. Studies from
Australia [11], Switzerland [12], and Saudi Arabia [13]
suggest that using CAM is prevalent for addressing vari-
ous health conditions. In Iran, CAM is particularly sig-
nificant due to cultural influences that encourage tra-
ditional and herbal remedies [14]. However, despite its
widespread use, CAM practices are often not disclosed
to healthcare providers, either due to beliefs in the
harmlessness of these treatments, fear of medical dis-
approval, or assumptions about healthcare providers’
limited knowledge of CAM [15].

The rationale for this review is to address the limited
research on CAM use specifically among Iranian pedi-
atric populations. Although studies indicate that CAM
use is high among children in Iran [16], especially for
chronic conditions, comprehensive data on the forms
of CAM used, reasons for use, and perceived efficacy
are lacking. This gap highlights the need for a systematic
review to consolidate and synthesize existing evidence.
This review provides insights that can inform healthcare
policy, guide educational efforts in healthcare training
programs, and support healthcare providers in advising
parents on CAM practices. Ultimately, this information
may help optimize CAM use, prevent potential misuse,
and improve pediatric care in Iran.
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Methods

To comprehensively evaluate the evolving landscape
of the use of CAM in the treatment of children’s dis-
eases in Iran, a systematic approach was crucial, given
the burgeoning literature in this area. We used the pre-
ferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-
analyses checklist to ensure that the systematic review’s
reporting was of high quality [17]. The checklist, which
includes four sequential processes (identification,
screening, eligibility and inclusion) and 27 elements,
was intended to help writers perform more effective
systematic reviews (Figure 1).

Research questions and objectives

Research question 1: What are the main types of CAM
methods used in the treatment of children’s diseases in Iran?

Research question 2: What are the primary reasons
for using CAM among pediatric patients in Iran?

The objective of this systematic review is to provide a
comprehensive understanding of the various forms, uses,
and perceptions of CAM in treating pediatric patients in
Iran. By systematically evaluating the existing literature,
this review aims to investigate the following items:

Identify and classify the CAM methods used for treat-
ing children’s diseases in Iran; assess the reasons for
CAM use among caregivers and healthcare providers
for pediatric patients; develop evidence-based recom-
mendations to inform healthcare professionals, policy-
makers, and educators on integrating CAM safely and
effectively within pediatric healthcare settings in Iran.

Search technique

An investigation was done into published clinical tri-
als, observational, quasi-experimental and qualitative
investigations from January 1, 2020, to January 3, 2023,
in nine scientific research databases, namely PubMed,
ScienceDirect, Wiley Online, Scopus, SciELO, LILACS and
Google Scholar, as well as several Persian databases in-
cluding Magiran and SID. The following keywords were
used in English and Persian: ([“complementary medi-
cine” OR “alternative medicine” OR “CAM” OR “integra-
tive medicine” OR “traditional medicine” OR “herbal
medicine” OR “acupuncture” OR “homeopathy” OR
“cupping therapy” OR “massage therapy” OR “aroma-
therapy” OR “naturopathy” OR “spiritual healing” OR
“larval practice” OR “music therapy” OR “reflexology”]
AND [“pediatric” OR “child” OR “children” OR “adoles-

Varvani Farahan P & Ozturk C. Exploring Complementary and Alternative Medicine Approaches for Treating Children's llinesses. J Pediatr Rev. 2024; 12(4):329-342.



https://www.who.int/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
file:https://www.sciencedirect.com/
file:https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
https://www.scopus.com/home.uri
file:https://www.scielo.org/en/
file:https://lilacs.bvsalud.org/en/
file:https://scholar.google.com/
file:https://www.magiran.com/
file:https://www.sid.ir/

Journal of Pediatrics Review

cent” OR “infant”] AND [“Iran”] AND [“prevalence” OR
“epidemiology” OR “frequency” OR “usage” OR “utili-
zation” OR “incidence”]). The initial search yielded 865
articles, out of which 808 were removed for not meet-
ing the inclusion criteria, leaving 26 articles for analysis.

Inclusion criteria

Studies were eligible for inclusion criteria if they passed
the following criteria: 1) Clinical trials, observational,
guasi-experimental, and qualitative studies; 2) Use of any
type of CAM; 3) Studies focused on children and adoles-
cents under 18 years of age; 4) Published from January 1,
2020 to January 3, 2023; 5) Studies published in English
and Persian and 6) Studies with a code of ethics.

Exclusion criteria

The exclusion criteria were as follows: 1) Lack of access
to full texts; 2) Individual case reports, systematic re-
views, and meta-analyses and 3) Unrelated objectives.

Quality assessment of the articles

A critical appraisal was performed according to the
study design of the articles. The critical appraisal skills
program was used for analysis. The critical appraisal skills
program is a 10-item questionnaire with three possible
answers: “Yes,” “no” and “cannot tell.” If 28 of the criteria
on the checklist were met, the study was rated as “good”
quality. If 5 to 7 were met, it was rated as “fair” quality. If
< 5 were met, it was scored as “poor” quality. To ensure
consistency and reliability in the critical appraisal process,
two independent reviewers conducted the assessments.
Any discrepancies in their evaluations were resolved
through consensus, guaranteeing a thorough and unbi-
ased analysis. Data were extracted from all papers that
met the eligibility and inclusion criteria for the review.

Data extraction

Two authors performed the literature search also inde-
pendently followed the application of the inclusion and
exclusion criteria and screened the studies based on the
titles and abstracts. Adhering to the preferred reporting
items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses check-
list ensured a rigorous and transparent review process.
The screening process was carried out for duplicates us-
ing EndNote software, version X7 (clarivate analytics).
After initial screening, the full text of the studies was ob-
tained and examined to ensure eligibility for the devel-
opment of the data extraction table. Data was extracted
from the final set of included full texts, encompassing
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information such as the first author, the year of publi-
cation, study design, purpose, sample size, participant
demographics, study setting, type of CAM intervention,
and duration of intervention, instruments and measure-
ment time used and description of outcomes associated
with CAM use (Table 1).

Results

Figure 1 presents an overview of the search strategy’s
outcomes. Initially, 865 articles were identified and after
removing 26 duplicates, 839 references remained. A total
of 31 articles met the initial inclusion criteria based on
their titles, abstracts, and full texts in both English and
Persian. The inclusion and exclusion criteria were then
carefully reviewed for the full texts of these 31 articles,
resulting in the exclusion of five papers. Ultimately, 26
papers were included in our systematic review, and infor-
mation was systematically extracted from each paper, as
presented in Table 1 which includes data on trial interven-
tion, study design, participant demographics, outcome
measurements, follow-up timeline, and key findings. The
studies included in this review were conducted in vari-
ous pediatric wards and child and adolescent outpatient
clinics. Of the 26 studies included, 18 were randomized
controlled trials; additionally, one study used a quasi-ex-
perimental design [18]. Other clinical trial designs were
used to benefit seven additional articles.

The CAM therapies used in the included studies var-
ied, with none of the articles utilizing energy therapy
or CAM intervention. Six studies employed mind-body
CAM interventions, including one relaxation method
[19], one yoga [18], two congestive behavioral therapy
[20, 21] and two music therapy [22, 23]. A total of 9 ar-
ticles used a variety of manipulative method categories
including the following items: Three acupressure [24-
26], three reflexology [27-29] and four massage therapy
[30]. Most of the articles (n=11) used biologically based
therapies including the following items: 11 articles on
herbal medicine in the form of oil, syrup, and topical.
The 26 other publications also noted a significant im-
pact of CAM therapies on patient improvement. The
studies utilized a variety of CAM therapies, with notable
findings on their effectiveness as follows.

Pain and anxiety reduction

The majority of articles (9 out of 26) demonstrated
significant reductions in pain and anxiety among pe-
diatric patients. CAM therapies such as acupressure,
massage therapy, and herbal remedies were com-
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monly used and consistently yielded improvements in
comfort and emotional well-being.

Symptom management in attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder

Four studies reported favorable outcomes in managing
ADHD symptoms using mind-body CAM interventions such
as yoga, relaxation methods, and cognitive-behavioral thera-
py. These therapies contributed to enhanced focus, reduced
hyperactivity and improved behavioral control.

Management of other health conditions

Regarding diarrhea and vomiting, two studies applied
herbal and nutritional CAM therapies, which helped alle-
viate symptoms, contributing to faster recovery. Regard-
ing respiratory distress syndrome, one study showed im-
provements in breathing and reduced distress in patients
receiving herbal and massage therapy interventions. In
terms of diabetes and gastrointestinal disorders, condi-
tions such as diabetes, functional constipation, gastro-
esophageal reflux and nephritis syndrome saw improved
symptom control and quality of life in individual studies
through the use of dietary and herbal CAM interventions.
regarding cancer and sleep disorders, CAM methods, in-
cluding relaxation techniques and herbal treatments,
were beneficial in managing sleep disorders, cancer-re-
lated symptoms and overall quality of life.

Biologically-based CAM therapies

The most frequently employed interventions were
biologically-based, with herbal medicine featured in
11 studies in forms such as oils, syrups, and topical ap-
plications. Across these studies, herbal therapies were
shown to alleviate symptoms, improve comfort and
support recovery, especially in managing pain, anxiety,
and gastrointestinal complaints.

Discussion

Our findings demonstrate that CAM use is widespread
among lIranian children and adolescents, with a diverse
range of modalities employed. Specifically, the most fre-
quently utilized CAM methods identified in this review
included herbal medicine (in the forms of oil, syrup, and
topical treatments), massage therapy, reflexology, acupres-
sure, music therapy, relaxation therapy, yoga and cognitive-
behavioral therapy, respectively. Our results largely support
those of previous Iranian studies [44, 45] which indicated
that dietary supplements, prayer, and herbal medicines
are the most commonly used CAM above 17 years of age.
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Similarly, Moeini et al. in 2021 have reported that in Babol, a
major city in northern Iran, 30% of residents reported using
herbs and herbal remedies in the previous year. The most
often used techniques included music therapy, water treat-
ment, herbal medicine, and Persian medicine [16]. These
findings are consistent with those of other studies on this
topic. Herbal therapy and natural products were the most
frequently used treatments for children in Palestine [46],
Turkey [47] and Saudi Arabia [48]. The main advantages of
using herbal medicines were their ease of use, safety, sat-
isfaction with symptom relief, and lack of concern about
drug interactions [49]. Furthermore, Iranians favor herbal
remedies, with manipulation body therapies like massage,
reflexology, and body wrapping being the most popular
CAM modalities, followed by biologically based therapies
for postpartum mothers in Malaysia [50]. In contrast, in a
study conducted in Brazil, acupuncture and homeopathy,
as well as medicinal plants and herbal remedies, were the
most frequently used CAM modalities among adult Brazil-
ians [51]. The utilization of particular CAM modalities varies
greatly across nations. These variations may be attributable
to methodological issues as well as sociodemographic dif-
ferences in CAM utilization among nations. This review re-
veals that participants most commonly used CAM modali-
ties to alleviate pain and anxiety, which may be due to the
high prevalence of pain and anxiety among children [52-54].
Similarly, Shaharban in 2022 reported that Reiki therapy is
effective in controlling anxiety among children undergo-
ing surgery [55]. These findings are consistent with those
of earlier studies on this subject [56-58]. The study justifies
CAM use for treating persistent illnesses like ADHD, dia-
betes, constipation, sleep disorders, cancer, and nephritis.
Our discovery is supported by research by Pazoki et al. who
found Saffron combined with Ritalin therapy can significant-
ly reduce ADHD patients’ symptoms [59]. Another Iranian
study found that practicing super brain yoga helped school-
age children with hyperactivity disorder experience fewer
symptoms [60]. Our results partly confirm the findings of
a study in Iran [61], which reported that the quality of life
of type 2 diabetic patients was improved by utilizing CAM.
Additionally, some research has reported combining CAM
techniques with traditional medical therapies. For example,
according to Mofid et al., meditation practice lessens the
weariness experienced by breast cancer patients receiv-
ing chemotherapy. As a result, in addition to medication,
meditation is recommended for these individuals [5]. These
findings concur with those of earlier studies on this subject
[62, 63]. However, it is important to note that most of these
applications are used by families without the knowledge of
health personnel. While CAM techniques can have positive
effects, they can also cause negative interactions [6]. There-
fore, careful consideration is needed when choosing CAM
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Notes: A compliant study selection procedure is shown in the flow diagram.

techniques for children, as parents often have high expecta- Conclusion
tions for treatment, including symptom relief and full recov-
ery fromilinesses like cancer. This systematic review underscores the widespread

use of CAM among Iranian children, with popular mo-
dalities including herbal remedies, massage therapy,
acupressure, and mind-body practices for managing
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When compared to
patients who got
To assess the efficacy of sh.am acupuncture
. . A sham procedure sites, those who
. Random-  auricular treatment in Welfare . : A
Bineshet . X . - aged or auricular therapy R received auricular
ized con- treating attention deficit Centers of R Children
al. 2020 o n=50 6-14 . in acupuncture - therapy at acupunc-
trolled hyperactivity disorder Tehran City, . with ADHD . .
[26] . R . years locations once every ture points experi-
trial in comparison to sham Iran

surgery (ADHD)

week for six weeks. enced a statistically
significantly larger
reduction in ADHD

symptoms.

CAM: Complementary and alternative medicine; ADHD: Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.

pain, anxiety, and conditions like ADHD. The strong cul-
tural preference for herbal treatments highlights their
perceived safety and effectiveness, though unmoni-
tored use raises concerns about interactions with con-
ventional treatments. Future research should focus on
CAM'’s safety and efficacy in pediatric care, establish
guidelines for its integration into clinical practice, and
explore the sociocultural factors influencing CAM use to
better understand family preferences.

Study limitations

This study had several limitations. First, access to full
articles was sometimes restricted by subscription-based
journals, making it challenging to include certain stud-
ies in the analysis. Where possible, open-access articles
and institutional library resources were used to gather
comprehensive data. Additionally, the study was limited
by inclusion criteria, heterogeneity of data, and a specif-
ic focus on research conducted within Iran, which may
affect the generalizability of the findings to other cul-
tural or geographic settings. Furthermore, inadequate
reporting of conditions and outcomes in some of the in-
cluded studies reduced their applicability to real-world
settings, limiting the strength of our overall conclusions.
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