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Abstract

Several definitions for medical futility has been proposed in the literature. Medical futility is defined as the
condition in which an intervention, either for diagnosis, prevention, treatment, rehabilitation or other medical
goals, has no benefit for the individual patient. This critical review aimed to increase the understanding of
physicians and other healthcare providers on the issue of futility in complementary and alternative medicine
(CAM). Our comprehensive search resulted in more than 1000 studies; unrelated studies were excluded by
title and abstract screening, then 219 full-texts were read and finally, 118 studies were included. The
conclusion concerning whether or not it is morally acceptable to provide a futile treatment in CAM, becomes
a controversial issue based on different approaches. Using futile treatments is not acceptable according to the
duty-based approach, and the principle of justice. In contrast, the case-based approach and the principle of
autonomy of the patient, hold that such treatments could be morally acceptable. Based on utilitarianism, only
evidence-based treatments can be morally discussed, and those CAM therapies that have been shown to be
futile, should be prohibited; thus health care providers must not offer them to patients since it would be a
kind of deceit. We suggest that more comprehensive studies should be performed to clarify the boundary
between placebo, nocebo, and futility.
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