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Open-minded patients finding alternative therapies
Memphis Business Journal - by John Scruggs
After coming to the U.S. in 1990 and struggling for years to make a living and establish a private practice, Mark Xu is busy treating a number of patients for conditions ranging from addiction to debilitating injuries. 

Born in Beijing, Xu (pronounced "shree") is a third-generation practitioner of Chinese medicine. Though he drew much inspiration and knowledge from his grandfather, the diplomas and certifications on Xu's Bartlett office walls indicate a true student of his craft and profession. 

"My grandfather, who is a very well respected doctor in China, adopted me as his student," Xu says. "He was a very quiet man, but every day I could look at his face and see the satisfaction that he got from making people feel better." 

Following his seven-year internship at his grandfather's private clinic, Xu pursued a more formal study of Chinese medicine. 

Xu is an honors graduate of Chengdu University in the Sichuang Province of China. He is also certified by both the Tennessee division of Health Related Boards and the U.S. Commission on Acupuncture and Oriental Medicine. 

Chinese medicine, which researchers and U.S. government agencies place under the umbrella of complementary and alternative medicine, includes acupuncture, herbal treatments, nutrition and exercise, Xu says. 

"As time goes on, more people are beginning to realize how important their health is," Xu says. "People today are very dependent on artificial sources of energy." 

Building a client base in the Memphis area proved to be a challenge for Xu when he moved here in 2000. 

"In the beginning, I would visit health care programs and even companies and offer treatments during their employees' breaks," Xu says. "I was only able to survive during those early years because my family supported me through rough times." 

The growing market for alternative medicine in the U.S. is a possible explanation for the appearance of acupuncturists and non-traditional doctors in the more conservative southeastern U.S. 

In a 2002 study, the National Institutes of Health's National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine released a study that said 36% of people over the age of 18 were using some form of complementary medicine. That number increased to 62% when the statistics included prayer specifically directed at health conditions. 

Spending habits on alternative medicine in the study come from a nationwide 1997 survey that estimates that Americans spent between $36 billion and $47 billion on alternative medical therapies that year. Of that amount, between $12 billion and $20 billion was spent out of pocket without health insurance coverage. 

"Research is showing that people are asking for safe and effective treatments," says Brian Berman, professor and director at the Center for Integrative Medicine at the University of Maryland School of Medicine. "A lot of the powerful drugs available today can have side effects worse than the disease itself." 

Berman says many patients turn to alternative medical treatments because they are not getting relief from chronic health problems. 

"75% of all health care costs are related to chronic diseases," Berman says. "Additional research is showing that patients want to be treated as a whole person and find ways that they can help themselves." 

Insurance coverage for non-traditional medicine is a major issue for practitioners whose patients are skeptical of acupuncture and herbal treatments. 

"I recently had a patient whose insurance company covered 100% of their treatment, including herbs," Xu says. "Other insurance companies will cover only certain therapies like acupuncture, and they cover only a percentage of those costs." 

Xu says he has a number of pilots as patients, and insurance coverage for companies like FedEx and United Airlines are more progressive and comprehensive in paying for alternative treatments. 

"Pilots are especially concerned about their health," he says. "If they don't pass their physical examinations, they can't fly." 

Berman says that insurance companies have been slow to cover alternative medical treatments. "In the future, I think we'll see people who are choosing to have complementary therapies as part of their health care program," Berman says. 

People suffering from chronic conditions continue to search out all possible remedies even though they may not be covered by insurance. 

"I've treated quite a few cancer patients for the nausea that results from chemotherapy," he says. "Their doctors have referred them to me." 

The majority of Xu's new clients are patient referrals, and the most common ailment they come to him with is pain. 

"In this country pain is a monster," Xu says. "Everything is associated with pain. It is also the most common symptom treated by acupuncture." 

Che Russell, a registered nurse who now teaches water aerobics and pilates, has been a patient of Xu's for over a year. Russell initially went to Xu for acupuncture treatment to alleviate arthritis pain. 

Russell says that her health insurance does not cover any of her alternative treatments. 

"I'd rather have acupuncture than take medication," Russell says. "I used to work in an intensive care unit, and I know how mechanical Western medicine can be." 

Russell then told Xu about a condition in her neck, which doctors had diagnosed as a degenerative disc that would require surgery. 

"It's been almost a year and a half since Dr. Xu began treating me, and I've had no problems," Russell says. "The difference with Dr. Xu is that he treats the whole patient, not just the pain or the symptoms." 

As part of the philosophy of Chinese medicine, giving back to the community is also a priority for Xu. He teaches Tai Chi classes at the Memphis Cancer Center on Tuesday evenings. 

