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Complementary and alternative medicines - best practice guidance for 
pharmacists 
 

Almost 90% of community pharmacies in New Zealand stock complementary and alternative 
medicines.1 Also known as natural health products, complementary and alternative medicines 
include herbal and traditional medicines, homoeopathic remedies and dietary supplements. 
The Natural Health and Supplementary Products Bill seeks to regulate low-risk natural health 
products in New Zealand and defines a natural health product according to how the product is 
consumed, its ingredients, and the type of claim of health benefit made.  
 

As medicines experts, pharmacists have built their reputations on providing accurate, unbiased 
information to patients on the use, safety and effectiveness of all medicines, including 
complementary and alternative medicines. Pharmacists must remain abreast of the latest 
trends in the medications their patients are using, and requesting information on to maintain 
this positive perspective. 
 
Homeopathy in particular has caused much debate in scientific literature with respect to its 
plausibility and practice, and to the efficacy of remedies. Even so, many people including some 
healthcare professionals continue to use or practise homeopathic medicine and advocate its 
safety and efficacy.2 The commentary to the Natural Health and Supplementary Products Bill 
states that, due to a lack of accepted scientific evidence for the effectiveness of homeopathy, 
health benefit claims should not be made for these products3. 
 
It is not Council’s purpose to endorse any particular complementary or alternative medicine or 
practice; however Council believes it is necessary that pharmacists have a basic knowledge of 
complementary and alternative medicines to engage with and advise patients appropriately. 
This also ensures they can meet their duty of care to patients and the profession. Pharmacists 
should be able to counsel patients about the general use, the current state of the evidence and 
any safety issues regarding complementary and alternative medicines, including their use with 
other medications.  
 
The Code of Ethics 2011 requires that pharmacists maintain competence relative to their 
sphere of activity or scope of practice, which may include offering advice on treatments or 
medicines. Pharmacists selling or supplying complementary and alternative medicines, 
including homeopathic remedies, must only recommend a product where they are satisfied of 
its safety, quality and effectiveness. They must explain the options available, including the risks 
and benefits, and assist patients in making informed decisions by providing relevant and 
independent information. 
 
Pharmacists should also be aware that some patients may alter or stop using prescription 
medicines if they think their health is improving due to an alternative therapy. Patients should 
be encouraged to continue taking their prescribed medication, and to inform the prescribing 
health practitioner of their use of complementary and alternative medicines. Where 
pharmacists encounter patients who are inappropriately self-medicating with natural health 
products, they should provide appropriate advice or refer them to another healthcare 
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practitioner or both. 
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