




 

Share of Adults with One or More Chronic Condition by County, 2002 

California)Naturopathic)Doctors:)
An#Effective#Solution#for#Chronic#Disease#Prevention#

Half of all Americans live with a chronic medical condition. In California, 14 million people (38%) live with at least one chronic 
condition. Nearly 20% of the population has more than one chronic medication condition, accounting for 60% of the state’s 
health care expenditures. In 2003, the total cost of managing these conditions was $133,000,000,000 for California alone. The 
California Health Care Foundation advises policymakers: “improving the quality and efficiency of chronic care delivery and 
effectiveness of prevention programs are crucial to improving the quality of life for millions of people and lowering the costs 
associated with chronic disease.”1 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Currently, Americans receive only half of the nationally recommended preventative services.2 The Affordable Care Act 
addresses this through initiatives and funding to promote preventative medicine; however, without a primary care workforce trained 
in health promotion and prevention, challenges will remain.3  

Studies have shown that cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and cancer are 
all preventable through lifestyle modification.4  Smoking and high blood 
pressure are responsible for the largest number of deaths in the US. Other 
dietary, lifestyle, and metabolic risk factors for chronic diseases (such as high 
blood sugar and cholesterol) for chronic diseases also cause a substantial 
number of deaths in the US.5  

Naturopathic doctors (NDs) are experts in prevention: NDs promote 
behaviors in their patients that foster health and reduce risk factors for 
chronic disease. Naturopathic doctors consistently encourage and teach the 
implementation of a healthy diet, regular exercise, health-promoting lifestyle and 
stress reduction strategies. The Look Ahead trials determined that healthy 
dietary changes recommended by primary care doctors were more likely to be 
implemented by frequent and expert delivery, which is what a patient can 
expect when under the care of a naturopathic doctor.6 Studies have found that 
patients are significantly more likely to discuss health maintenance and 
optimization with naturopathic doctors compared to medical doctors.7 

The four most common causes of death in the 
US are heart disease, lung cancer, stroke, 
and chronic obstructive pulmonary diseases. 
Chronic disease and mortality can largely be 
attributed to tobacco smoking, high blood 
pressure, being overweight/obese, physical 
inactivity, high blood sugar, alcohol use, and 
consuming a diet low in omega 3 fatty acids, 
high in trans fatty acids and high in salt. 

California Health Care Spending by Condition, 2002 
Annual cost per capita 
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“Active health promotion counseling 
and an emphasis on self-care form the 
foundation for naturopathic medicine… 
Naturopathic doctors identify the 
individual barriers to change that a 
patient faces and then emphasize 
practical solutions for fitting behavior 
modification techniques into a busy 
lifestyle.”   

--Ryan Bradley, ND, MPH 
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Diabetes Prevention: 33% of males and 39% of females born in California in 2000 are expected to develop diabetes during their lifetimes.7 
!

• Lifestyle modification program is cost-effective in all adults, while metformin is not cost-effective after age 65.10 
• A lifestyle intervention program prevented 37% of expected cases of diabetes over 15 years at a cost of $1288 per QALY. 

Private insurer investments showed recovery of costs through medical expenses avoided after 3 years.10 
!

• Research shows that naturopathic medicine improves blood glucose control, patient 
self-management behaviors, and self-efficacy among patients with diabetes.7 

• Naturopathic doctors address lifestyle modification (dietary recommendations, 
exercise prescriptions and stress reduction techniques) with 69-100% of their diabetic 
patients.8  

• Patients under an ND’s care are 17% less likely to develop metabolic syndrome 
than those in conventional care.9 

• Lifestyle change is superior to early metformin for the prevention of diabetes. 
Lifestyle interventions delay the onset of diabetes by 11 years, while metformin therapy 
delays the onset of diabetes by 3 years in those with impaired glucose tolerance. 

Heart Disease Prevention: 57% of Californians over age 65 have been diagnosed with high blood pressure (BP). Healthcare 
costs for Californians with heart disease are 6 times greater than average.1  
• High-risk patients receiving naturopathic care can reverse hypertension without expensive medication: research shows drops 

of 26mmHg in systolic BP and 11mmHg in diastolic BP in 6 months.11 
• Less than 50% of conventional care patients with high blood pressure receive lifestyle counseling despite clear industry guidelines, 

while 97% of patients under the care of a naturopathic doctor receive lifestyle counseling.12  
• A randomized clinical trial showed that naturopathic medicine resulted in a 3.3% reduction in the 10-year Framingham 

cardiovascular event risk, equivalent to gaining 5.5 years of active life. 13  
• Lifestyle change is the only intervention proven to reverse coronary artery disease.12 

Asthma Symptom Management and Treatment: Total charges for asthma hospitalizations in 2005 in California were $763 
million.!Only 33% percent of adults and 39% of children with asthma received asthma management plans from a health 
care provider inn 2005.14 

• An international study of 50,000 school children found that greater consumption of fruit, vegetables and fish was associated with 
lower incidence of wheeze and asthma symptoms.19 Another study found that nuts, fresh fruit and vegetable consumption 
decreased wheeze and rhinitis.15 

• A Johns Hopkins epidemiological review found significant evidence that antioxidant vitamins, particularly vitamin C and vitamin E, 
and omega-3 fatty acids modulate the progression of chronic lung diseases and chronic obstruction pulmonary disease in both 
children and adults.16 

• Increasing evidence supports numerous naturopathic treatments for both the prevention and treatment of chronic lung 
conditions, including the use of fish oil supplements,16, 17 magnesium for acute symptoms,18 and nebulized glutathione.19 

• NDs incorporate both naturopathic and conventional modalities when treating asthma, including prescription inhalers and drugs as 
appropriate.  

8 Bradley R. Adjunctive naturopathic care for type 2 diabetes: patient-reported & clinical outcomes after 1 year. BMC Complementary & Alternative Medicine 2012, 12:44  
9 Bradley R, Shen E, Buckle H, Kaltunas J, Tais S, Standish LJ. Description of clinical risk factor changes during naturopathic care for type 2 diabetes. J Altern 

Complement Med 2009;15:633–8. 
10 Herman WH, Hoerger TJ, Brandle M, Hicks K, Sorensen S, Zhang P, Hamman RF, Ackermann RT, Engelgau MM, Ratner RE; Diabetes Prevention Program Research 

Group. The cost-effectiveness of lifestyle modification or metformin in preventing type 2 diabetes in adults with impaired glucose tolerance. Ann Intern Med. 2005 
Mar1; 142(5):323-32. 

11 Bradley R. Observed changes in risk during naturopathic treatment of hypertension. eCAM 2010, p1-8. 
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academic clinic. Alt Med Rev 2006;11:30–9. 

13 Herman PM, Szczurko O, Cooley K, Seely D. A naturopathic approach to the prevention of cardiovascular disease:  A cost-effectiveness analysis of a pragmatic multi-
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The	  Value	  of	  Naturopathic	  Medicine	  in	  California:	  
Cost	  Effective	  Primary	  Care	  for	  Disease	  Prevention	  and	  Health	  Improvement	  

	  
Naturopathic medicine is a whole medical system defined by its philosophy that includes health promotion, disease 
prevention and health care education for patient empowerment. Studies from Washington State show naturopathic 
medicine costs insurers and consumers less than conventional care.1 Patients utilizing naturopathic medicine 
report much higher patient satisfaction and health improvement, as compared to conventional care.2 
Naturopathic Doctors (NDs) are already providing cost-effective primary care – inclusion in essential benefits packages 
will expand access and help solve the current California health care shortage crisis.3  

What Does Naturopathic Medicine Cost? 
High Quality Care at Low Cost 
• Analysis on the impact of Washington State’s 1996 Every Category of Provider law found that the “impact [of 

including naturopathic doctors] on premiums was modest – generally less than 2%.”4 
• After 6 years of insurance coverage of ND Primary Care Providers (PCPs) in WA state, visits to NDs made up just 

1% of all outpatient provider visits but accounted for only 0.3% of the dollars paid out by insurers.5 
• Naturopathic doctors delivering the same Medicaid services in Oregon are 57.5% more cost effective than 

MD/DO/NP PCPs providing the same services.6	   
• A Washington study found that 67.7% of patients who receive naturopathic care do not receive concurrent care 

from an MD/DO: naturopathic care is not “add-on” medical care in the majority of cases.7 
• Evidence shows that Naturopathic doctors treated 7 of the top 10 most expensive health conditions more cost-

effectively than MDs or other conventional providers.8  

Naturopathic Medicine for the Prevention of Type 2 Diabetes 
• The Diabetes Prevention Trial demonstrated that the prevention of type 2 

diabetes by diet and lifestyle therapies was more cost effective than 
pharmaceutical therapy in high-risk patients.9 

• For each quality-adjusted life years (QALY) saved, a lifestyle 
modification program costs $8,800 while metformin therapy costs 
$29,000. Additionally, the lifestyle modification program was shown to be 
cost-effective in all adults, while metformin was not cost-effective after 
age 65.9 

• Naturopathic doctors are experts in guideline-directed, evidence-based 
lifestyle modification for diabetes. Four studies to date have 
demonstrated improvements in blood sugar control among patients 
working with NDs. Additional benefits of the treatment included weight 
loss, lower blood pressure, and less depression.10 

1 Tais S, Oberg E. (2013) The Economic Evaluation of Complementary and Alternative Medicine. Natural Medicine Journal. 
2 Stewart, D., Weeks, J., & Bent, S. (2001). Utilization, patient satisfaction, and cost implications of acupuncture, massage, and naturopathic medicine offered as covered 
health benefits: a comparison of two delivery models. Alternative therapies in health and medicine, 7(4), 66. 
3 Michael S. Goldstein, PhD, and John Weeks, (2013). 'Naturopathic Physician Chapter'. In: e.g. Tolkien, J.R.R. (ed),  Meeting the Nation’s Primary Care Needs. 1st ed. 
Seattle, WA: Academic Consortium for Complementary and Alternative Health Care. pp.e.g. (32-48).   
4 Watts CA, Lafferty WE, Baden AC. The effect of mandating complementary and alternative medicine services on insurance benefits in Washington state. J Altern 
Complement Med. 2004; 10:1001-1008. 
5 Lafferty, et al. Insurance Coverage and Subsequent Utilization of Complementary and Alternative Medicine Providers. Journal of Managed Care. July 2006. 
6 The Cost Effectiveness of Naturopathic Delivery of Oregon Medicaid Services Statistics provided by Leslie Hendrickson, Office of Medical Assistance. Feb 11, 1991 
7 Cherkin DC, Deyo RA, Sherman KJ et al. Characteristics of visits to licensed acupuncturists, chiropractors, massage therapists, and naturopathic physicians. J Am 
Board Fam Pract. 2002; 15:463-472.  
8 Henny, Geoffrey C., Alternative Health Care Consultant, King County Medical Blue Shield (KCMBS), Phase I Final Report: Alternative Healthcare Project, 1995 
9 Herman WH et al.; Diabetes Prevention Program Research Group. The cost-effectiveness of lifestyle modification or metformin in preventing type 2 diabetes in adults 
with impaired glucose tolerance. Ann Intern Med. 2005 Mar1; 142(5):323-32. 
10 Bradley RD, Oberg EB. Naturopathic Medicine and Diabetes: a Retrospective from an Academic Clinic. Alternative Medicine Review 2006; 11(1):30-39 
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Naturopathic Medicine Reduces Cardiovascular Disease (CVD) Risk 

• CVD is the leading cause of death in the United States and is associated with high direct medical costs and indirect 
costs, e.g. loss of productivity.11 

• A recent study has shown that one year of care under the supervision of a naturopathic doctor resulted in a 3.07% 
reduction in 10-year CVD event risk compared to patients receiving only conventional care.12 

• The same study found that after one year, naturopathic patients were 16.9% less likely to have developed 
metabolic syndrome that conventional care patients.12 

• A university meta-review of studies on the impact of diet on cardiovascular health concluded that “changes in 
dietary habits are generally cost-effective, and the means are widely available. Through heightened attention of 
health professionals and the public to current data on appropriate nutritional practices, better measures can be 
adopted to help reduce cardiovascular risk at a public health level.”13  

 

Naturopathic Medicine Improves Lower Back Pain and Other Musculoskeletal Complaints, Getting People 
Back to Work at Lower Costs  

• Ineffective pain care cost U.S. employers $297.4 to $335.5 
billion in lost productivity in 2010.14  

• A randomized controlled trial found significant decreases in 
pain and increases in range of motion in workers who 
received naturopathic care versus usual care. Qualify of life 
also improved (p<0.0001).15 

• A randomized controlled trial of rotator cuff tendinitis found 
reduced pain (p<0.001) and less disability (p=0.0002) 
among postal workers treated by naturopathic doctors 
compared to usual care.16 

• From the perspective of the employer, the inclusion of 
naturopathic care in an essential benefits package could 
avoid $172 per day of lost productivity at a cost $154 
per absentee day avoided, equal to a return on investment 
(ROI) of 7.9%.17  

• Compared to conventional physiotherapy, naturopathic 
care was associated with improvements in symptoms and 
quality of life, as well as a decrease in costs of $1,212 
per study participant. Workplace absenteeism was also reduced by 6.7 days per year.17 
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Naturopathic Doctors Offer 
Comprehensive Care 

“I think one difference is, my medical 
doctor seems to want to manage 
symptoms. And the [ND] wants to 
get kind of to the bottom of things, 
take all the layers off to get to and 
address the root issue.” 

            (PLoS 2012)  
 

Examples of Patient Experience Indicators: 
• Does the patient feel listened to? 
• Does he or she understand explanations 

about his or her health issues and important 
instructions about recommended care?  

• Does the patient have the ability to get 
timely information in response to questions 
about his or her health concerns?  
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Figure 1. Results from 2011 Puget Sound Survey 

 
 
 

Why is Patient Experience Important? 
• “Patient experience” refers to what happens to 

people when they are interacting with the health care 
system and trying to have their needs met.  

• Patients satisfied with their experiences are more 
compliant, have better follow-up, have better disease 
outcomes, and help insurers meet benchmarks for 
Consumer Assessment of Healthcare Provider and 
Systems (CAHPS) accreditation.1  

What can a patient expect from a visit with a naturopathic doctor? 
Naturopathic practice is distinguished by treatments individualized to 
a patient’s physical condition and environmental circumstances, 
requiring combination therapies adjusted over time as guided by 
patient response. In addition to conventional treatments, modalities 
most often used in naturopathic practice include clinical nutrition and 
dietary revision, counseling for lifestyle modification (such as 
smoking cessation and increased exercise, botanical medicine), 
homeopathy, physical medicine, and mind-body therapies.2 

Patients get more time with their naturopathic doctor. 
Better patient outcomes are generally associated with longer consultation times.3 
• The average ND visit is 40 minutes, while the average MD visit is 15-17 minutes.5  
• Currently, 75% of all healthcare expenditures are spent on the nearly 50% of all Americans living 

with at least one chronic condition. For chronic cases with no easy fix, time matters.4 
Research increasingly shows that patients are more satisfied with NDs. 
Evidence shows that the quality of the physician-patient 
interaction influences treatment outcomes.1 

• Bastyr Center for Natural Health, a health clinic 
affiliated with an accredited naturopathic medical 
university, ranked #1 of 156 health clinics in an 
independent Puget Sound survey on patient 
experience.1 

• The Bastyr Center ranked #1 in the categories of 
“How Well Providers Communicate with 
Patients” and  “Getting Timely Appointments, 
Care and Information.”  

• Naturopathic clinics outperformed conventional 
clinics in each survey category (Figure 1). 
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Patient Experience with Naturopathic Doctors: 
Evidence Shows High Patient Satisfaction 

1 Your Voice Matters: Patient Experience with Primary Care Providers in the Puget Sound Region. Seattle, WA: Puget Sound Health Alliance, 2012. 
2 Oberg, Erica B., et al. "Patient-Reported Experiences with First-Time Naturopathic Care for Type 2 Diabetes." PloS one 7.11 (2012): e48549. 

3 Busato, André, and Beat Künzi. "Differences in the quality of interpersonal care in complementary and conventional medicine." BMC 
complementary and alternative medicine 10.1 (2010): 63. 

4 Chronic Disease in California: Facts and Figures. Oakland, CA: California Healthcare Foundation, 2006. 
5 JABFP Nov-Dec 2002, Vol 15, No.6 pg 467!






