
© U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  U T A H  H E A L T H ,  
2 0 1 7

COMPLIMENTARY AND 
ALTERNATIVE MEDICINE THERAPY 

IN THE SETTING OF ASD
Q NGUYEN, MD
MAY 1ST, 2019



© U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  U T A H  H E A L T H ,  
2 0 1 7

COMPLIMENTARY AND ALTERNATIVE 
MEDICATION USE

• Between 28-95% of kids with ASD have 
1+ complementary therapy, whether 
or not the family may share this with 
you
– Children with chronic diseases tend to 

have higher rates of CAM use (24-74%)
• Families often reluctant to share 

interest or use with providers
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APPEAL OF CAM THERAPY

• Romantic advertisement promising 
more than what traditional therapies 
might

• Promoters not held to the same 
regulatory compliance rules as 
traditional therapies
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CAM IS BIG BUSINESS

• $33.9 billion out of pocket in 2007
• Increased 60% from the decade 

before
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CAM = NATURAL ≠ WITHOUT HARM

• Many CAM treatments are perceived 
as “natural,” ie avoid the potential 
side effects of conventional medical 
treatments

• Part of this is because of the regulatory 
and reporting mechanisms for CAM
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HOW TO DISSECT CAM TX?
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RESEARCH INTO CAM

• The National Center for 
Complementary and Alternative 
Medicine (NCCAM) established in 
1991 as part of the NIH
– Natural products
– Mind and Body practices
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MARIJUANA

• Increasing interest from the public
• Medical marijuana legal now in 33 

states, including Utah
• Efforts to push for recreational 

marijuana continue 
• Prescribers in  difficult position to 

counsel patients re efficacy for all the 
CAM reasons discussed above



© U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  U T A H  H E A L T H ,  
2 0 1 7

HOUSE BILL 3001: UTAH MEDICAL CANNIBUS
ACT

• Recently passed, Dec. 2018
• ID cards to be issued to patients
• QMP* to prescribe for specific 

conditions
• Establishes mandatory ongoing 

training every 2 years 
• Licensed pharmacies to dispense
*QMP (Qualified Medical Provider): MD, DO, NP, PA
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WHY IS MARIJUANA HARD TO STUDY?

• Plant with more than 100 cannabinoid 
compounds

• Endocannabinoid receptors 
throughout the body

• Though it has been around for 
centuries, isolated cannabinoids have 
not been studied hence varied report 
of efficacy.  
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SUPPLY IS NOT RELIABLE

• Different marijuana strains will have 
different cannabinoid profiles

• Access to reliable supply and 
formulations have also been limited 
even from licensed dispensaries

• Legal definitions of what is allowed 
also varies
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Hard to counsel specifically because it is so ubiquitious!
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RESEARCH RESTRICTIONS

• Considered a class 1 drug
• Federally illegal still
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CANNABINOIDS

• More common natural forms
– CBD
– THC

CBD oil can have up to 0.3% THC 
in the state of Utah
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RX FORMULATIONS: 

• Dronabinol – tx of chemotherapy 
induced nausea, appetite

• Nabilone – tx of chemotherapy 
induced nausea, appetite issues

• Epidolex – seizures type Dravet and 
Lennox Gastault
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REVIEW OF CANNABIS*

Conclusive effect Moderate effect Limited effect Inconclusive

Chronic pain Sleep disturbance Appetite and weight 
gain

Cancer

Chemotx induced 
nausea and vomiting

PTSD Epilepsy

Multiple sclerosis 
spasticity

Anxiety Neurodegenerative 
disorders

Tourettes IBS

Addiction

*From the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine.  Research 
difficult as most of the evidence relates to the pharmaceutical cannabinoids –
dronabinol, nabilone, and nabiximols.  Recommendations also limited by scope of  
DBPC trials.
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TECHNOLOGY ASSISTED INTERVENTIONS
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MEDIA AND ASD

• ASD youth as compared to peers
– Watch more TV
– Play more video games
– Prefer video games to TV watching
– Avg 4.5 hours screen time a day, and <2 

hours nonscreen time

Most are not using ESM for social purposes
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BENEFITS

• Parents often report “splinter” skills
• Some studies do who that children 

with ASD perform better with ESM than 
traditional media

• Learning may be more efficient as well
• Specific programming might help with 

language, social deficits, academic 
and adaptive functioning
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CAVEATS

• Obesity
• Sleep
• Internet addiction
• Risk for cyberbullying
• Legal/safety issues
• Cognitive issues
• Social issues
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