Controversial Modalities

You attend a continuing medical education conference on pain control therapies.  At this conference you talk with Tom, an exhibitor, who is selling magnets through physical therapy clinics. Tom is recruiting physical therapists to use the product and serve as vendors to the company.  Tom arranges to set up a visit with you at your clinic to demonstrate his magnet based products.  You then agree to try the magnets for two weeks at no cost to the patients to see if they work.  After a two-week trial, three out of five patients who tried the magnets would like to purchase them.

Should you sell these products?

· Does the use of magnets fall within the scope of practice of physical therapy?

· The case states that the use magnets is popular.  Is patient response relevant in your thinking about this case?   If a patient believes they are benefiting from magnets is that enough reason to justify selling magnets for therapeutic purposes?

· Assume there is either very little evidence or no evidence to suggest that magnets are therapeutically effective.   How important is anecdotal evidence in your decision to prescribe or not prescribe magnets?

· In optometry there is a long standing debate about the selling of items that one prescribes, in this case, glasses or contact lenses.   Is this a conflict of interest?  Physicians are not allowed to have a financial interest in drug companies they might use to prescribe medicines for their patients.   Is it morally acceptable to sell items that one might prescribe or suggest in one’s professional capacity as a physical therapist?

· Assume for the moment that any therapeutic benefit of magnets is placebic.  Placebos are in fact used in other therapeutic settings.  If you believed that the magnets only had a placebic effect, but the effect was real…. Would that be enough to moral justify their use?

· Are there questions that the prescribing and selling of magnets raises for the profession of physical therapy as a whole?

· Do patients assume that all modalities and procedures are supported by scientific evidence?  Is this relevant in your decision-making?   Is the fact that certain “standard” PT treatments cannot be supported with scientific evidence a complicating factor?

· If a patient is already using magnets and you do not believe them to be effective do you allow the continued use of the magnets during physical therapy or do you request the patient to stop using them?

· Assume that you come to the conclusion that it is not morally justified to prescribe and sell magnets as part of your practice as a physical therapist.   Do you feel strong enough about this that you would want to regulate the selling of magnets by physical therapists in general?

· Do you think it would be moral to sell magnets in a capacity OTHER than that of physical therapy, as a kind of separate business?   

· Are there other therapies that are controversial?   What are they?  Why are they controversial?  Should there be some sort of standard for regulating non standard practices in physical therapy?

· Does the APTA code of ethics address the sale of products through your office?  

· Does the APTA address the question of controversial modalities and treatments?

