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Naturopathic medicine is now regulated or semi-regulated in six of Canada’s seven most populous provinc- 
es, yet there has been minimal research on the beliefs and attitudes of naturopathic doctors (“NDs”). This 
multidisciplinary paper begins with a systematic review of the laws governing naturopathic medicine in 
Canada’s six regulated provinces. It then examines the results from an original dataset based on a 2019 sur- 
vey of Canadian NDs in the six provinces with some level of regulation. NDs were asked questions about 
demographics, governance and representation, and the public understanding of naturopathic medicine. De- 
mographically, most respondents were young, female, relatively new to practice, and science-educated prior 
to entering their naturopathic medical program. In terms of governance, most respondents believe recent 
regulatory changes have been positive, especially for their patients, though Ontario respondents were the 
most critical. Likewise, most respondents expressed positive attitudes about their national and provincial 
promotional organizations, and satisfaction was strongly associated with membership. However, respondents 
did not believe naturopathic medicine is understood by the Canadian public, medical doctors, and especially 
the media. For all the integration of naturopathic medicine into provincial legislation governing health pro- 
fessions over the past 15 years, Canadian NDs still perceive that their profession is poorly understood. As 
naturopathic medicine has become more professionalized across Canada and globally, future health policy 
and legal researchers should focus on how naturopathic medicine is viewed by patients and other medical 
professionals within the Canadian health care system. 

Introduction 
The World Health Organization describes tradition- 
al and complementary medicine (“TCM”) as “an 
important and often underestimated health re- 
source”.1 TCM typically refers to health care prod- 
ucts, practices, and practitioners that “are not fully 
integrated into the dominant health care system” 
and are not considered part of conventional medi- 
cine within a given country.2 While there is debate 
regarding the extent to which TCM should be inte- 
grated into public health care systems,3 there is lit- 
tle doubt that its use is growing worldwide. Among

TCM professions, naturopathic medicine (also 
known as naturopathy) has undergone considerable 
professionalization in the 21st century, especially in 
Canada. Naturopathic medicine is now regulated or 
semi-regulated in six of Canada’s 10 provinces, 
with regulatory changes over the last 15 years fur- 
ther integrating the profession into provincial poli- 
cy structures governing health professions. While 
some have criticized these regulatory changes for 
potentially legitimizing unsafe practices,4 there has 
been limited empirical research on the beliefs and 
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attitudes of Canadian naturopathic doctors (“NDs”) 
since those policy changes. Existing scholarly sur- 
veys of Canadian NDs have either predated regula- 
tory changes or focused on aspects other than 
regulation.5 

This paper’s objective is to understand how the 
regulation of naturopathic medicine is perceived by 
Canadian NDs themselves. After conducting a sys- 
tematic review of all laws and policies in Canada’s 
regulated provinces, it examines the results from a 
survey of regulated Canadian NDs conducted in 
2019. It seeks to answer three questions regarding 
demographics, naturopathic organizations and regu- 
lation, and the public understanding of naturopathic 
medicine: What are the demographic and educa- 
tional characteristics of Canadian NDs? How do 
they perceive the way they are governed and repre- 
sented? Finally, how well do they believe their pro- 
fession is understood? 

Demographically, the 426 ND respondents were 
primarily young, female, and science-educated pri- 
or to entering their naturopathic medical program. 
In terms of governance and representation, most 
respondents believe regulation has been positive, 
especially for naturopathic patients. Respondents 
who are not regulated want to be regulated, and 
those who are currently regulated under their pro- 
vincial health professions framework support that 
framework. Respondents were also highly satisfied 
with their promotional associations, both at the 
provincial and national level. However, respond- 
ents displayed a strong belief that naturopathic 
medicine is not well understood by the Canadian 
public, medical doctors, and especially the Canadi- 
an media. 

This study offers several empirical and theoretical 
contributions for better understanding the role of 
naturopathic medicine in Canadian and internation- 
al health care systems. Empirically, it is the first 
scholarly study to systematically review and ana- 
lyse the laws and policies concerning naturopathic 
medicine in the Canada’s six regulated provinces, 

to determine how many regulated NDs are practic- 
ing in Canada, to isolate naturopathic attitudes to- 
ward regulation after that regulation occurred, and 
to explore attitudes from Canadian NDs from out- 
side the province of Ontario. Theoretically, the sur- 
vey data contributes to understanding the 
relationship between policy design, the implemen- 
tation of health policies regulating TCM, and social 
perceptions of health care professions. Although 
the survey data show respondents were generally 
satisfied with regulation, NDs’ perception that they 
are not well understood by medical doctors and the 
media provides further evidence that naturopathic 
medicine ought to be understood as a “repressed 
structural interest” in the Canadian health care sys- 
tem, existing outside the public health care system 
in perception and in practice.6 Future scholarship in 
public policy, bioethics, and the health sciences 
should explore how dominant actors in the health 
care system, namely medical doctors, perceive na- 
turopathic medicine and interact with naturopathic 
doctors. 

This paper unfolds as follows. First, I define the 
scope and regulation of naturopathic medicine in 
Canada and distinguish between the various forms 
of legal and associational governance in the six 
provinces with some level of regulation. After a 
brief explanation of the survey methods, I discuss 
the survey results, in particular responses regarding 
demographics, promotional associations, regula- 
tion, and the public understanding of naturopathic 
medicine. I then discuss the paper’s theoretical and 
empirical contributions, before concluding with an 
exploration of the future directions for scholarship 
pertaining to naturopathic medicine in Canada and 
abroad. 

Defining the Scope and Regulation of 
Naturopathic Medicine in Canada 
The Canadian Association of Naturopathic Doctors 
defines naturopathic medicine as “a distinct prima- 
ry health care system that blends modern scientific 
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knowledge with traditional and natural forms of 
medicine”.7 According to Bradley, et al.,8 naturo- 
pathic medicine shares a foundation with traditional 
western medicine in terms of biomedical physiolo- 
gy and diagnostics. However, it de-emphasizes pre- 
scription drugs and surgical interventions and 
emphasizes preventative techniques, health promo- 
tion, physical activity, herbal medicine, and home- 
opathy—the latter of which is especially 
controversial, including among many NDs.9 Natur- 
opathic medicine is defined by a set of six guiding 
principles: first do no harm; the healing power of 
nature; identify and treat the causes; doctor as 
teacher; treat the whole person; and prevention.10 
Although the terms “naturopathy” and “naturo- 
pathic medicine” are typically used interchangeably 
in Canada, this paper uses the latter term for clarity, 
as it is most commonly used by the naturopathic 
organizations being discussed. 

In Canada and the United States, naturopathic med- 
ical programs must be accredited by the Associa- 
tion of Accredited Naturopathic Medical Colleges. 
All Canadian and American naturopathic medical 
programs must fulfil requirements set by the Coun- 
cil on Naturopathic Medical Education, an accredit- 
ing body. There are five accredited naturopathic 
medical programs in the United States and two in 
Canada, although in 2020, the two Canadian pro- 
grams (the British Columbia-based Boucher Insti- 
tute of Naturopathic Medicine and the Toronto- 
based Canadian College of Naturopathic Medicine) 
announced a merger that would maintain both cam- 
puses.11 Prior to entry into the Canadian programs, 
naturopathic students must have completed a three- 
or four-year undergraduate university degree, in- 
cluding prerequisite courses in biology, chemistry, 
and psychology.12 

The Canadian Association of Naturopathic Doctors 
(“CAND”) is the national organization that repre- 
sents Canadian NDs. However, because health care 
is primarily set by provincial governments, naturo- 
pathic scope of practice is determined by a combina- 

tion of provincial statutes, provincial regulations, 
and self-regulatory bylaws created by provincial na- 
turopathic organizations. Among the six provinces 
with some regulation for naturopathic medicine, 
provincial policies vary: the three more populous 
provinces of British Columbia, Ontario, and Alberta 
have separate promotional associations and self- 
regulatory colleges (the “college model”), with NDs 
regulated under the same provincial legislation that 
governs other health professions; the less populous 
provinces of Manitoba and Saskatchewan each have 
a single, self-regulatory body, though both passed 
laws that will move the profession to the college 
model; and Nova Scotia, a small province, only has 
a promotional association but grants title protection 
to members who are licensed by one of the five reg- 
ulated provinces. All six provinces grant title protec- 
tion for terms such as “naturopath” and 
“naturopathic doctor” to regulated/licensed members 
only. There are naturopaths who practice in the other 
four Canadian provinces, but naturopathic medicine 
is effectively unregulated in those provinces and 
there is no title protection. 

Each of the six provinces with some level of regu- 
lation has made recent changes to their naturopathic 
regulatory structures, with a trend towards the col- 
lege model (it should be noted that a regulatory 
“college” is not an educational institution, but in- 
stead is the name for the provincial self-regulatory 
organization that governs an individual health pro- 
fession). In 2007, only British Columbia had a reg- 
ulatory college; once the Saskatchewan and 
Manitoba legislation comes into force, there will be 
five provinces with a regulatory college. However, 
scholars have yet to explore how regulation has af- 
fected naturopathic practice, nor how NDs perceive 
their regulatory structure. When Ontario NDs were 
surveyed prior to that province’s move to the col- 
lege model, most NDs were supportive of forth- 
coming regulations, though some were worried 
about increased financial burdens, a diminishing of 
scope of practice, and a shift towards a more con- 
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ventional biomedical model of care.9 Post- 
regulation surveys of Canadian NDs have focused 
on integration with medical doctors,13 naturopathic 
research,14 paediatric practice15 and cancer care.16 
However, little is known about NDs’ views toward 
regulation, policy implementation, naturopathic 
organizations, and the public understanding of na- 
turopathic medicine. 

Methods 
Prior to this study, the precise number of regulated 
NDs in Canada was not known; although CAND 
claims over 2,400 members, this number includes 
naturopaths practicing in unregulated provinces with- 
out title protection and does not include non-CAND 
members (membership is optional in many provinc- 
es). To determine how many regulated NDs were cur- 
rently practicing in the six regulated or semi-regulated 
provinces, a database of active NDs in British Co- 
lumbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Ontario, 
and Nova Scotia was created in Summer 2019. NDs’ 
names were first retrieved from the official online 
directories of CAND, provincial regulators, and pro- 
vincial associations, and this list was supplemented 
using contact information from publicly available 
websites. After removing those who had retired, 
passed away, or had duplicate entries, the number of 
active NDs in the six provinces was determined to be 
2,287 as of August 31, 2019. 

Survey questions were drafted and sent to every 
naturopathic association and provincial regulator for 
feedback. Organizations were then re-notified one 
week in advance of the survey, a link for which was 
distributed to NDs via email using Qualtrics XM on 
October 29, 2019. With one week remain- ing, NDs 
were emailed a reminder, and the survey closed on 
November 26, 2019. After excluding those who 
could not be contacted electronically, in total 2,248 
NDs were emailed the survey. Because the survey 
was voluntary and only available to those for whom 
an individual or clinic email ad- dress was 
available, the possibility of volunteer bi- as exists. 
The survey received ethics approval from 

H

the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board 
(REB #18-08-022) and was conducted in accord- 
ance with the Canadian Tri-Council Policy State- 
ment on Ethical Conduct for Research Involving 
Humans. Informed consent was obtained from all 
human participants and responses were anonymous. 

The survey was divided into three sections. The 
first section asked demographic and educational 
questions; the second section focused on naturo- 
pathic organizations and regulation; and the third 
asked respondents about the public understanding 
of naturopathic medicine. Depending on their se- 
lected primary province of practice, respondents 
were asked between 31-35 questions, which in- 
cluded open-ended text boxes, multiple choice, 
and a five-point Likert scale from “strongly 
agree” to “strongly disagree”. Apart from select- 
ing their primary province, no questions were 
mandatory, and respondents were given the op- 
tion of selecting “NA / cannot answer” to all non- 
text box questions; those responses are excluded 
from the tables below. Once the survey was com- 
plete, data was analyzed quantitatively using 
SPSS Statistics software. Qualitative content 
from the text responses was analyzed and coded 
using Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis, a 
method for identifying and reporting patterns 
within a dataset.17 The analysis below focuses 
primarily on quantitative results from the multi- 
ple choice and Likert questions, though some 
qualitative text responses are discussed briefly. 

Results 
In total, 426 NDs completed the survey, a 19.0% 
response rate. Most respondents (83%) practiced 
in Ontario and British Columbia, the two most 
populous regulated provinces. Table 1 shows the 
sample is broadly representative of the popula- 
tion of NDs in the six provinces, although re- 
spondents from Ontario and Manitoba are slightly 
underrepresented while those from British Co- 
lumbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Nova Scotia 
are slightly overrepresented. 
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Table 1 
Active NDs vs. Respondents 

BC AB ON SK MB NS Total 

Active NDs 601 199 1354 39 33 61 2287 
(% of total) (26.3%) (8.7%) (59.2%) (1.7%) (1.4%) (2.7%) (100%) 
Respondents 131 39 223 9 5 19 426 
(% of total) (30.8%) (9.2%) (52.3%) (2.1%) (1.2%) (4.5%) (100%) 

Net % difference +4.5% +0.5% -6.9% +0.4% -0.2% +1.8%

Respondents were asked about their education before, 
during, and after their naturopathic medical program. 
Most respondents (95.3%, n=406) had completed at 
least an undergraduate degree prior to their naturo- 
pathic education. Nearly two-thirds of respondents 
(65.3%) had a Bachelor of Science prior to entering, 
with a Bachelor of Arts (15.3%) and Kinesiology 
(10.3%) the next-most common degree types. Five 
respondents (1.2%) had obtained a medical doctorate 
(MD) outside of Canada before entering their naturo- 
pathic medical program, and 15 respondents (3.5%)
had completed or were in the process of completing a
master’s degree after their naturopathic education.
Most respondents (90.1%) completed their naturo- 
pathic education at a Canadian naturopathic medical
program, 71.8% from the Canadian College of Natur- 
opathic Medicine and 18.3% from the Boucher Insti- 
tute of Naturopathic Medicine. The remaining 9.9%
of respondents completed their education at a naturo- 
pathic program in the United States.

In terms of gender, 78.5% of respondents identified as 
female and 21.5% as male; no respondents chose an- 
other gender identity. Respondents were young: 
58.5% were aged 40 and under, while 87.7% were 
aged 50 and under. These results were consistent with 
demographic data collected by naturopathic organiza- 
tions and other scholars: one 2011-2012 survey of 
Ontario NDs found 79% of respondents were women, 
while the 2018 annual report of the College of Natur- 
opaths of Ontario (“CONO”) showed 59% of mem- 
bers were aged 40 or under, and 87% were aged 50 or 
under.18 This suggests that the sample is broadly rep- 

resentative of the overall ND population despite the 
possibility for volunteer bias. 

Most respondents were also relatively new to prac- 
tice: 31.4% of respondents had been practicing for 
fewer than five years, and 57.5% had been practic- 
ing for fewer than 10 years. Only 11% of respond- 
ents had been practicing for 20 or more years. 
Regional variation for age, gender, and number of 
years practicing was minimal, with British Colum- 
bian respondents slightly older. When cross- 
tabulating demographic characteristics with the 
questions described below, there was either no rela- 
tionship or a very weak relationship. In short, re- 
spondents’ age, gender, and years of practice did 
not have a substantive effect on their views about 
naturopathic organizations, regulation, and the pub- 
lic understanding of naturopathic medicine. 

Promotional Associations 

Respondents were asked about membership in pro- 
vincial and national promotional associations. Eve- 
ry respondent in Nova Scotia (where there is a 
provincial promotional association, but no regula- 
tor) and Saskatchewan and Manitoba (where there 
is a provincial regulator but no promotional associ- 
ation) held membership in their lone provincial or- 
ganization, which is a provincial requirement to 
practice. Every respondent from these three prov- 
inces (33 total) were also CAND members. 

Of the three more populous provinces of Ontario, 
British Columbia, and Alberta where associational 
membership is optional, there was some variation. 
Associational membership was highest in British Co- 
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lumbia (93.9% in the British Columbia Naturopathic 
Association and 94.6% in CAND), with Ontario’s 
slightly lower (75.3% in the Ontario Association of 
Naturopathic Doctors and 76.7% in CAND). The 
most interesting outlier was Alberta. Every Albertan 
respondent (39/39) held CAND membership even 
though it is not mandatory, yet only 43.6% (n=17) 
held membership in the Alberta Association of Na- 
turopathic Doctors (“AAND”), the provincial associa- 
tion that was only formed in 2018. The recency of the 
creation of the new provincial organization likely ex- 
plains the low membership rate. When it came to 
non-membership, by far the most common reason 
was cost. Of those who provided text responses, 
70.3% (45/64) of respondents cited cost as a reason 
for not joining CAND, and 74.7% (65/87) cited cost 
as a reason for not joining their provincial association. 

Table 2 describes respondents’ attitudes towards 
their national and provincial promotional associa- 
tions. After being given a quote from the provincial 
association’s website, respondents from the four 
provinces with a promotional association (British 
Columbia, Alberta, Ontario, and Nova Scotia) were 

asked whether they agreed that their provincial as- 
sociation “is doing a good job promoting the natur- 
opathic profession”. Respondents were generally 
favourable: 65.2% somewhat or strongly agreed that 
their provincial association was doing a good job with 
promotion, compared with 25.1% who somewhat or 
strongly disagreed (see Table 2). Respondents from 
British Columbia (83.2%) and Nova Scotia (84.2%) 
were the most likely to agree, with respondents from 
Ontario (57.7%) less likely, but still more likely to 
agree than disagree. Albertan respondents had an 
equal number of respondents agree (38.5%, n=15) as 
those who neither agreed nor disagreed (38.5%, com- 
pared with 6.7% in the other three provinces), which 
likely reflects uncertainty over (and low membership 
in) Alberta’s new provincial association. There was a 
strong relationship (Cramer’s V = .391, p < 0.001) 
between membership and a belief that the provincial 
association was doing a good job promoting the pro- 
fession: 72.8% of members agreed, compared with 
only 27.1% of non-members. Even in Alberta, where 
the AAND was new, 58.8% of members agreed the 
organization was doing a good job promoting the pro- 
fession, compared with 27.3% of non-members. 

Table 2 

Associations: Promotion and Understanding 

CAND: 
Good Job 
Promoting 

Provincial 
Association: 
Good Job 
Promoting 

CAND Im- 
proved Public 
Understanding 

Provincial As- 
sociation Im- 

proved 
Understanding 

Strongly Agree 22.1% 29.9% 17.1% 17.5% 

Somewhat Agree 46.2% 35.3% 49.1% 45.9% 

Neither Agree nor Disagree 10.1% 9.7% 16.0% 15.8% 

Somewhat Disagree 14.8% 16.3% 12.2% 14.8% 

Strongly Disagree 6.8% 8.8% 5.6% 6.1% 

n=426 n=411 n=426 n=412 
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Similar to the above question, respondents were 
given a quote from the CAND website and then 
asked whether the national association was doing 
“a good job promoting the naturopathic profes- 
sion”. Over two-thirds (68.3%) of respondents 
agreed while 21.6% disagreed. Agreement with 
this statement ranged from 100% in Manitoba to 
57.8% in Ontario, demonstrating an overall high 
level of support for CAND’s promotional activi- 
ties by province. There was also a strong relation- 
ship between membership and agreement that 
CAND was doing a good job: 72.8% of CAND 
members somewhat or strongly agreed, versus on- 
ly 28.8% of non-members (V = .345, p < 0.001). 

Respondents were also asked whether their pro- 
vincial and national associations had “improved 
public understanding of naturopathic medicine”. 
Again, responses were broadly positive, with some 
regional variation. For provincial associations, 
63.3% of respondents agreed that their association 
has improved public understanding, and 20.9% 
disagreed. British Columbian (84%) and Nova 
Scotian (78.9%) respondents were more likely to 
agree than those from Ontario (53.8%) and Alber- 
ta (41.0%). All four provinces had considerably 
more respondents agree than disagree, including 
Ontario (57.7% agree versus 33.3% disagree) and 
Alberta (38.5% agree versus 23.1% disagree). For 
CAND, 66.2% of respondents either somewhat or 

strongly agreed that the national organization had 
improved public understanding, while 17.8% 
somewhat or strongly disagreed. 

Regulation and Public Understanding of 
Naturopathic Medicine 

Table 3 describes respondents’ responses to questions 
about regulation generally and regulatory organiza- 
tions specifically. Respondents were given a brief 
statement outlining recent or proposed regulatory 
changes specific to their province, and then asked two 
questions: whether those regulatory changes had been 
“positive or negative for naturopathic patients in 
[province],” and whether those regulatory changes 
had been “positive or negative for your own naturo- 
pathic practice” (emphasis in survey). The regulatory 
changes differed from province-to-province: respond- 
ents from Alberta and Ontario were asked about new 
regulatory colleges that had been operating since 
2012 and 2015, respectively; respondents in Sas- 
katchewan and Manitoba were asked about the forth- 
coming creation of regulatory colleges that had been 
legislated but were not yet operational; respondents in 
Nova Scotia were asked about a future “robust regu- 
latory framework” as advocated by the Nova Scotia 
Association of Naturopathic Doctors; and respondents 
in British Columbia, where a regulatory college has 
existed for decades, were asked about the 2008 Na- 
turopathic Physicians Regulation that, among other 
things, expanded prescribing authority. 

Table 3 

Regulatory Changes 

Regulatory changes “positive or negative for naturopathic patients”? 

Existing Changes Prospective Changes 

BC AB ON SK MB NS All Provinces 

Positive 95.4% 71.8% 56.8% 66.7% 50.0% 100.0% 72.5% 

Neutral 3.8% 10.3% 29.6% 33.3% 25.0% 0.0% 18.4% 
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Negative 0.8% 17.9% 13.6% 0.0% 25.0% 0.0% 9.2% 

n=131 n=39 n=213 n=9 n=4 n=18 n=414 

Regulatory changes “positive or negative for your own naturopathic practice”? 

Existing Changes Prospective Changes 

BC AB ON SK MB NS All Provinces 

Positive 85.8% 44.4% 33.3% 44.4% 25.0% 73.7% 53.1% 

Neutral 11.8% 25.0% 35.3% 55.6% 50.0% 21.1% 26.8% 

Negative 2.4% 30.6% 31.4% 0.0% 25.0% 5.3% 20.1% 

n=127 n=36 n=204 n=9 n=4 n=19 n=399 

Because the regulatory changes varied by prov- 
ince, caution should be taken when comparing 
provincial responses. Nevertheless, Table 3 does 
demonstrate some trends. First, a majority of 
NDs felt that regulatory changes were (or would 
be) positive for their naturopathic patients (72.5% 
positive, 9.2% negative) and their own naturo- 
pathic practice (53.1% positive, 20.1% negative). 
This is true whether the changes had already oc- 
curred or were prospective. Respondents were 
most positive in British Columbia, where the reg- 
ulatory changes described were the smallest (ad- 
justing scope of practice rather than creating a 
new framework). In their open-ended text re- 
sponses regarding the regulatory changes’ effect 
on patients and practice, respondents were asked 
to give the “most important reason” for their an- 
swer. With respect to patients, protection of the 
public / patient safety was mentioned the most 
(by 21.6% of respondents who gave an answer, 
n=88), with other common positive answers in- 
cluding better oversight, quality control, and pro- 
fessional legitimacy.  

Interestingly, many respondents believe that the 
regulatory changes were positive for naturopathic 
patients, but negative for their own naturopathic 
practice. This is especially notable in Alberta 
(71.8% positive for patients, 44.4% positive for 
own practice) and Ontario (56.8% positive for 
patients, 33.3% positive for own practice), the 
two provinces who became regulated under a col- 
lege model most recently. Ontario respondents 
were the most negative about the effect on their 
own practice, with a roughly three-way split be- 
tween positive, neutral, and negative. The most 
common reason for a negative impact on practice 
in the text responses was decreased scope of 
practice, which was given by 20.9% (n=76) of 
respondents who answered, including 33.1% 
(n=61) of Ontario respondents who answered. 
Several respondents from Ontario specifically 
mentioned losing the ability to use specific thera- 
pies pertaining to biopuncture, prolotherapy, 
mesotherapy, and the injection of platelet-rich 
plasma. 
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Table 4 

Regulatory Organizations 

Regulator “doing a good job protecting the public interest”? 

BC AB ON SK MB Total 

Strongly Agree 67.2% 48.7% 42.6% 77.8% 60% 52.1% 

Somewhat Agree 21.4% 38.5% 39.0% 22.2% 40% 32.9% 

Neither Agree nor 
Disagree 5.3% 0% 12.1% 0% 0% 8.4% 

Somewhat Disa- 
gree 4.6% 2.6% 4.9% 0% 0% 4.4% 

Strongly Disagree 1.5% 10.3% 1.3% 0% 0% 2.2% 

n=131 n=39 n=223 n=9 n=5 n=407 

Regulator “improved public understanding of naturopathic medicine”? 

BC AB ON SK MB Total 

Strongly Agree 13.7% 2.6% 4% 0% 0% 6.9% 

Somewhat Agree 31.3% 35.9% 17.5% 55.6% 20% 24.6% 

Neither Agree nor 
Disagree 24.4% 25.6% 29.1% 11.1% 20% 26.8% 

Somewhat Disa- 
gree 22.9% 20.5% 28.3% 22.2% 40% 25.8% 

Strongly Disagree 7.9% 15.4% 21.1% 11.1% 20% 16% 

n=131 n=39 n=223 n=9 n=5 n=407 

Respondents from the five fully regulated provinces 
were also asked about their regulatory organizations. 
They were first given a quote directly from the regu- 
lator’s online material describing its role in protecting 
patients and/or the public, and then asked whether 
they agreed if their regulator was “doing a good job 
protecting the public interest” and whether the regula- 
tor had “improved public understanding of naturo- 
pathic medicine.” Table 4 shows that respondents 

consistently felt their regulator improved the public 
interest: 85% agreed that their regulator was protect- 
ing the public interest, compared with only 6.6% who 
disagreed. This was consistent across the provinces, 
with respondents from British Columbia the most 
positive. However, when it came to whether their 
regulator had improved public understanding of na- 
turopathic medicine, respondents were far less posi- 
tive. Only 31.7% somewhat or strongly agreed that 
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their regulator had improved public understanding of 
naturopathic medicine, compared with 41.8% some- 
what or strongly disagreeing. Ontario respondents 
were the most likely to disagree. It should be noted 
that improving the public understanding of naturo- 
pathic medicine is more traditionally associated with 
promotional associations rather than regulators. Nev- 
ertheless, the negative responses regarding regulators’ 
improvement of the public understanding of naturo- 
pathic medicine do stand in contrast to respondents’ 
responses regarding their promotional associations. 

After being prompted with a brief description of the 
provincial policy that regulates the investigation and 

discipline of NDs, respondents from the five fully 
regulated provinces were then asked whether they 
were satisfied with their province’s process for inves- 
tigation and discipline. Respondents could choose 
from three options: satisfied; dissatisfied because the 
process was too strict; and dissatisfied because the 
process was not strict enough. Most respondents 
(83.6%) who provided a substantive answer were sat- 
isfied with the process; 13.1% were dissatisfied be- 
cause the process was too strict, while only 3.3% of 
respondents felt that the process was not strict 
enough. Notably, a high number of respondents 
(n=70) chose “NA / cannot answer” to this question. 

Table 5 

Public Understanding of Naturopathic Medicine 

“The Cana- 
dian news 
media un- 
derstands 

naturopathic 
medicine” 

“Canadian 
media por- 

trayals of na- 
turopathic 

medicine are 
fair and bal- 

anced” 

“Medical Doc- 
tors (MDs) 
understand 

naturopathic 
medicine” 

“Most Canadi- 
ans under- 

stand 
naturopathic 

medicine” 

Strongly Agree 0% 0% 0% 0.2% 

Somewhat Agree 2.6% 1.6% 6.3% 11.7% 

Neither Agree nor 
Disagree 4.2% 3.3% 9.6% 20.4% 

Somewhat Disagree 29.6% 22.3% 43.9% 51.4% 

Strongly Disagree 63.6% 72.8% 40.1% 16.2% 

n=426 n=426 n=426 n=426 

Finally, respondents were asked whether they 
agreed or disagreed with whether the following 
groups “understand naturopathic medicine”: the 
Canadian news media; Medical Doctors (“MDs”); 
and most Canadians. They were also asked whether 
they agreed with the statement “Canadian media 
portrayals of naturopathic medicine are fair and 
balanced”. Table 5 shows that respondents over- 

whelmingly disagreed that these various 
groups/institutions understood naturopathic medi- 
cine. Over 93% of respondents disagreed that Ca- 
nadian news media understands naturopathic 
medicine, while 95.1% disagreed that media por- 
trayals of naturopathic medicine are fair and bal- 
anced. Likewise, 84% of respondents disagreed that 
medical doctors understand naturopathic medicine, 

 Pa g e | 10

Health Law in Canada I Volume 42 I No. 2 

https://store.lexisnexis.ca/en/categories/shop-by-jurisdiction/federal-13/health-law-in-canada-newsletter-pdf-volume-42-skusku-cad-00999/details


and 67.6% disagreed with the statement that most 
Canadians understand naturopathic medicine. 
These results are discussed below. 

Discussion 
This study’s policy review, database, and survey 
results provide several empirical and theoretical 
contributions to understanding the current regula- 
tion of naturopathic medicine in Canada. The re- 
view of provincial policies governing naturopathic 
medicine shows that six provinces are either fully 
or semi-regulated, and that there has been a move- 
ment to the college model over the last two dec- 
ades. The database of naturopathic doctors shows 
that, as of August 2019, there were approximately 
2,287 regulated NDs practicing in Canada. The 
survey results demonstrate several demographic 
trends; notably, most Canadian NDs are young and 
female, and nearly two-thirds of respondents were 
educated with a Bachelor of Science before they 
entered their naturopathic medical program. 

The survey results also provide the first glimpse 
into how NDs view naturopathic organizations and 
regulation more generally. Respondents were quite 
positive about their promotional associations: ap- 
proximately two-thirds agreed that their national 
organization was doing a good job promoting na- 
turopathic medicine (68.3% agree, 21.6% disagree) 
and had improved public understanding (66.2% 
agree, 17.8% disagree) of the profession. Numbers 
were similar for provincial associations, with Brit- 
ish Columbian and Nova Scotian respondents the 
most positive. Notably, Ontario respondents were 
the most likely to disagree that all three organiza- 
tions—CAND, the Ontario Association of Naturo- 
pathic Doctors, and the provincial regulator, 
CONO—had improved public understanding, sug- 
gesting more generalized organizational dissatisfac- 
tion among NDs practicing in Canada’s most 
populous province. 

Overall, respondents were positive about their regu- 
latory framework: NDs currently regulated under a 

college model (British Columbia, Ontario, and Al- 
berta) support that model; NDs whose province is 
moving to a college model (Saskatchewan and Man- 
itoba) support that move; and NDs whose province 
is not fully regulated (Nova Scotia) support a “robust 
regulatory framework” for their province. Majorities 
agreed that regulatory changes had been or would be 
positive for naturopathic patients (72.5% positive, 
9.2% negative) and for their own naturopathic prac- 
tice (53.1% positive, 20.1% negative); that their reg- 
ulator protects the public interest (85% agree, 6.6% 
disagree); and that their provincial rules for investi- 
gation and discipline were satisfactory (83.6% satis- 
fied, 16.4% dissatisfied). 

One especially notable finding concerns the differ- 
ence between whether respondents agreed that pro- 
vincial regulatory changes were positive or 
negative for naturopathic patients (72.5% agree) 
compared with their own naturopathic practice 
(53.1% agree). Some NDs clearly believe that regu- 
latory changes that benefit the public do not benefit 
them professionally. In their qualitative responses, 
many NDs agreed that the regulations had protected 
the public, increased standards of care, and in- 
creased the legitimacy of the profession. By con- 
trast, NDs who disagreed that regulations would be 
good for their own practice most frequently men- 
tioned a reduced scope of practice (20.9% of re- 
spondents who answered), increased costs (9.9%), 
and increased restrictions (4.1%). These responses 
reflect the bioethical trade-offs that health profes- 
sionals face when it comes to regulation, as finan- 
cial and professional autonomy for individual 
practitioners does not always align with the public 
interest. Future qualitative studies should explore 
specifically which aspects of regulation NDs (and 
other health professionals) believe are in patients’ 
best interest, but not necessarily in their own pro- 
fessional self-interest. 

The last set of findings regard the public under- 
standing of naturopathic medicine. Even though 
respondents agreed that their promotional organiza- 
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tions had improved understanding of naturopathic 
medicine, 95.1% did not believe that media por- 
trayals of naturopathic medicine are fair and bal- 
anced. My previous research has found that 
naturopathic medicine was “subject to far more 
negative than positive social constructions in Cana- 
dian newspapers” between 2013-2017, particularly 
in the Globe and Mail, one of Canada’s two nation- 
al newspapers.19 More recent articles about naturo- 
pathic medicine in Canada’s other national 
newspaper, the National Post, were publicly criti- 
cized by naturopathic organizations and municipal 
politicians for inaccurate reporting.20 In their open- 
ended text responses explaining why they felt the 
media did not understand naturopathic medicine, 22 
NDs (5.9% of those who offered an answer) specif- 
ically mentioned the National Post, and 30 (8.1%) 
mentioned the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, 
Canada’s public broadcaster. There is clearly a 
sense among Canadian NDs that national media 
outlets do not portray their profession accurately. 

Likewise, a vast majority of respondents disagreed 
(84%) that medical doctors (MDs) understand na- 
turopathic medicine, a finding that complements 
Meyer’s study of the integration of NDs and MDs 
in Ontario. Meyer surveyed NDs and their patients, 
and found NDs viewed integration with MDs as 
beneficial, particularly with respect to effectiveness 
in diagnosis and patient convenience. However, 
nearly two-thirds of Meyer’s ND respondents 
(64.7%) said they has received some form of hostil- 
ity from MDs, and 94.1% claimed MDs do not un- 
derstand what NDs do and/or the rigorousness of 
their training. Meyer also surveyed patients of NDs, 
who believed that the lack of integration was in part 
due to MDs’ “often negative views towards naturo- 
pathic approaches and/or the very different philos- 
ophies of MDs and NDs”.21 However, our results 
did show minor evidence of collaboration between 
NDs and MDs in Canada: in the open-ended text 
responses, 23 respondents (6.5% of those who pro- 
vided an answer) indicated that some—though not 

most—MDs understand naturopathic medicine, 
with the following answer representative of that 
view: “Some MDs seem to understand naturopathic 
medicine, in large part, but many seem to have only 
minimal understanding of the profession”. Future 
research ought to explore where, when, and to what 
extent this collaboration between NDs and MDs is 
happening in Canada. 

Overall, the survey results suggest that even as NDs 
view regulation positively, they do not believe this 
has translated into accurate portrayals of their pro- 
fession in the media or among MDs. For all the pol- 
icy changes over the past 15 years, and despite the 
fact that they believe their own promotional organi- 
zations have improved public understanding of na- 
turopathic medicine, Canadian NDs thus still 
exhibit the characteristics of a “repressed structural 
interest” rather than a “dominant structural interest” 
in the Canadian health care system, perceived as 
lacking in medical legitimacy by dominant medical 
actors and by the media.22 

Conclusion 
In addition to providing a systematic review of the 
laws and policies regulating naturopathic medicine 
in the Canadian provinces, this multidisciplinary 
study sought to survey regulated NDs in Canada to 
better understand three things: the demographics 
and education of NDs; their views on representa- 
tion and governance; and their views on how well 
the public understands naturopathic medicine. De- 
mographically, respondents were primarily young, 
female, relatively new to practice, and most likely 
to have entered their naturopathic medical program 
with a Bachelor of Science degree. Respondents 
were generally positive about the role played by 
their promotional associations and regulatory bod- 
ies. However, the vast majority of respondents did 
not believe the media, medical doctors, and the Ca- 
nadian public understand naturopathic medicine. 

These results demonstrate the need for scholars of 
health policy to further explore the regulation, edu- 
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cation, and practice of naturopathic medicine in 
Canada and internationally. One limitation of this 
study was that it did not explore naturopathic prac- 
tice—what naturopathic doctors do, what they are 
taught, and which diagnostic tools and treatments 
they use. Future research on naturopathic medicine, 
whether in the form of surveys or in-depth inter- 
views, can and should explore these questions, in- 
cluding whether and how naturopathic practice has 
substantively changed due to new regulations in 
Canada and elsewhere. This study also demon- 
strates the need to isolate naturopaths as a distinct 
profession in order to foster better understanding 
about how they are trained and governed. Much 
recent scholarship has examined naturopathic med- 
icine as part of a broader study on TCM, including 
those with different scopes of practice such as ho- 
meopaths, chiropractors, and midwives.23 While 
naturopathic medicine is certainly part of TCM, the 
recent professionalization and growth of the profes- 
sion highlights the need for naturopathic medicine 
to be studied as a unique object of inquiry. 

This study also highlights the importance of hear- 
ing directly from health professionals. While past 
scholarship using Canadian NDs’ websites has pro- 
vided valuable information about the way they ad- 
vertise their practice,24 it is crucial for future 
scholarship to speak with regulators, associations, 
and NDs themselves to measure naturopathic prac- 
tice and beliefs about how the profession operates 
and how regulations have affected that operation. 
Given the similar curriculum for schools in Canada 
and the United States accredited by the Association 
of Accredited Naturopathic Medical Colleges, 
comparative survey research on the regulation and 
attitudes of regulated NDs in the United States 
would provide an opportunity to explore whether 
similar policy trends exist in each country. Recent 
comparative research has begun in this vein, with 
Dunn, et al. finding considerable regulatory hetero- 
geneity across the world, but also finding that juris- 

dictions with regulatory frameworks have higher 
standards.25 

Another avenue for research is the extent to which 
the profession copes with internal divisions about 
what naturopathic medicine should be. NDs have 
long been subject to “in-fighting between self- 
identified naturopaths of different persuasions… 
which has for a long time weakened their public 
identity and their political impact”.26 Such a split— 
between those concerned regulations would move 
the profession away from its naturalistic roots, and 
those who want the profession to become more ev- 
idence-based and integrated with biomedicine and 
pharmacology—has been highlighted by previous 
studies of Canadians NDs.27 Recent interview re- 
search has similarly suggested that the younger 
generation of North American NDs are more “sci- 
ence-oriented” and likely to view evidence-based 
medicine as an essential part of their practice.28 

While the survey data presented here did not find 
evidence of a generational divide regarding views on 
regulation, it confirmed that the profession in Cana- 
da is quite young and that respondents were most 
likely to enter their naturopathic medical program 
with a Bachelor of Science degree. Moreover, the 
desire for a movement away from more controver- 
sial aspects of naturopathic medicine’s past and pre- 
sent has manifested in recent scholarship. A group of 
scholars including several NDs have publicly argued 
for naturopathic medicine to adopt a seventh princi- 
ple—scientia critica, the ability to critically analyse 
accumulated knowledge—to guide the training and 
practice of naturopathic medicine in North Ameri- 
ca.29 Those scholars critiqued the “legacy of vaccine 
hesitancy [that] may remain in some quarters of the 
naturopathic profession”, while other NDs have rec- 
ommended that naturopathic medical programs 
should de-emphasize homeopathy due to a lack of 
scientific evidence for its utility beyond placebo.30 
Especially insofar as provincial standards of practice 
increasingly prevent NDs from offering vaccine al- 
ternatives—indeed, NDs can administer vaccines in 
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British Columbia—future scholarship should ex- 
plore the interaction between generational differ- 
ences, regulations, and changes in naturopathic 
policy and practice. Moreover, the tremendous med- 
ical breakthrough that emerged with the develop- 
ment of COVID-19 vaccines in 2020 provides an 
opportunity for scholars to see how naturopathic or- 
ganizations and NDs themselves have responded to 
emerging technological vaccine developments in a 
post-COVID-19 world. 

Across the country and across the world, naturo- 
pathic medicine is becoming increasingly profes- 
sionalized and regulated. As the conventional 
health care system faces growing issues surround- 
ing funding and physician shortages, and as an in- 
creasing number of patients visit NDs, the role of 
legal regimes in permitting or proscribing naturo- 
pathic medicine in health care delivery will only 
continue to grow. Those who research at the inter- 
section of medicine, law, and public policy should 
continue to examine naturopathic medicine to un- 
derstand more about its role in health policy, man- 
agement, and delivery. 
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