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The importance of nurses in integrative and 
complementary practices in the unique health system

ABSTRACT
Integrative and Complementary Practices (PICS) rescue the different knowledge related to health care and happen concurrently 
with care practices. Objective: To reveal the importance of nurses in integrative and complementary practices in the Unified Health 
System Method: Integrative literature review carried out by crossing the descriptors standardized by the MESH ("Complementary 
Therapies", "Primare Health Care" and "Public Health Nursing") and their analogues in Portuguese (DeCS) and Spanish in the Me-
dline, Cinahl and Lilacs databases. The selection process of the articles considered the PRISMA recommendations and the articles 
were classified according to the level of evidence using the American AHRQ framework. Result: 282 articles were found, of which 
five addressed the proposed theme and were selected for the sample. Conclusion: PICS favor greater interaction between nurse-
-patient and, through the construction of new knowledge, develop formidable strategies to face existing health problems.
DESCRIPTORS: Complementary Therapies. Primary Health Care. Public Health Nursing.

RESUMEN 
Las Prácticas Integrativas y Complementarias (PICS) rescatan los diferentes conocimientos relacionados con el cuidado de la salud 
y suceden de manera concurrente con las prácticas asistenciales. Objetivo: Revelar la importancia del enfermero en las prácticas 
integradoras y complementarias en el Sistema Único de Salud. Método: Revisión integrativa de la literatura realizada cruzando los 
descriptores estandarizados por el MESH ("Terapias complementarias", "Atención primaria de salud" y "Enfermería de salud pú-
blica") y sus análogos en portugués (DeCS) y español en las bases de datos Medline, Cinahl y Lilacs. El proceso de selección de los 
artículos consideró las recomendaciones de PRISMA y los artículos se clasificaron según el nivel de evidencia utilizando el marco 
estadounidense AHRQ. Resultado: Se encontraron 282 artículos, de los cuales cinco abordaron la temática propuesta y fueron 
seleccionados para la muestra. Conclusión: Los PICS favorecen una mayor interacción enfermera-paciente y, mediante la construc-
ción de nuevos conocimientos, desarrollan formidables estrategias para enfrentar los problemas de salud existentes.
DESCRIPTORES:  Terapias complementarias. Atención Primaria de Salud Enfermería de Salud Pública.

RESUMO
As Praticas Integrativas e Complementares (PICS) resgatam os diferentes saberes relacionados ao cuidar em saúde e aconte-
cem de forma concomitante às práticas assistenciais. Objetivo: Desvelar a importância do enfermeiro nas práticas integrativas 
e complementares no Sistema Único de Saúde Método: Revisão integrativa da literatura realizada através do cruzamento dos 
descritores padronizados pelo MESH (“ Complementary Therapies”, “Primare Health Care” e “Public Health Nursing”) e seus 
análogos em Português (DeCS) e em espanhol nas Bases de dados da Medline, Cinahl e Lilacs. O processo de seleção dos arti-
gos considerou as recomendações PRISMA e os artigos foram classificados quanto ao nível de evidências através referencial 
americano AHRQ.   Resultado: Foram encontrados 282 artigos, dentre os quais cinco abordaram o tema proposto e foram sele-
cionados para amostra. Conclusão: As PICS favorecem uma maior interação entre enfermeiro-paciente e através da construção 
de novos saberes desenvolvem estratégias formidáveis de enfrentamento aos problemas de saúde existente.
DESCRITORES:  Terapias Complementares. Atenção primária à Saúde. Enfermagem em Saúde Pública.
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INTRODUCTION

The Unified Health System (SUS - 
Sistema Único de Saúde) is the mo-
del adopted in Brazil that gives the 

population universal and comprehensive 
access. It aims at quality of life through 
health promotion, prevention and reco-
very actions. Together with the Ministry 
of Health (MH), it develops a service of 
greater systemic complexity to guarantee 
social inclusion through new methods 
and techniques. 1

At the First International Conference 
on Primary Health Care (Alma Ata) held 
in Russia in 1978, the first recommenda-
tions for the implementation of integrative 
and complementary practices to practices 
carried out by traditional medicine were 
discussed. However, in Brazil, this move-
ment only gained strength after the Eighth 
National Health Conference (1986). In 
2003, the MS instituted the National Poli-
cy for Natural Medicine and Complemen-
tary Practices (PMNPC - Política Nacional 
de Medicina Natural e Práticas Comple-
mentares) in SUS and Ordinance No. 971 
of 2006/MS brings the current text of the 
New National Policy for Integrative and 
Complementary Practices (PNPIC - Po-
lítica Nacional de Práticas Integrativas e 
Complementares). 2

The decentralization and popular par-
ticipation guidelines inherent to SUS au-
thorize states and municipalities to have 
greater autonomy in defining their stra-
tegies and actions aimed at health, thus 

making it possible to implement pione-
ering experiences such as Integrative and 
Complementary Practices in health. 2 The 
decentralization and popular participa-
tion guidelines inherent to SUS authorize 
states and municipalities to have greater 
autonomy in defining their strategies and 
actions aimed at health, thus making it 
possible to implement pioneering expe-
riences such as Integrative and Comple-
mentary Practices in health. 3

Traditional Chinese Medicine/Acu-
puncture, Homeopathies, Phytotherapies, 
Crenotherapies, Thermalism and Anthro-
posophy applied to health were the first 
PICs implemented in Brazil. In 2007, 
there were already fourteen new practi-
ces developed within the scope of SUS: 
Art Therapy, Ayurveda, Biodanza, Cir-
cular Dance, Meditation, Music Therapy, 
Naturopathy, Osteopathy, Chiropractic, 
Reflexotherapy, Reiki, Shantala, Integra-
tive Community Therapy Yoga, and in 
2018 there were ten more new practices: 
Aromatherapy Apitherapy, Floral Thera-
pies, Therapists and Family Constellators, 
Bioenergetics, Laying Hands Chromo-
therapy, Geotherapy, Hypnotherapy and 
Ozone Therapy. 4

Currently, SUS offers 29 practices to 
the population, free of charge, seeking 
new approaches that encourage users in 
a natural way to prevent diseases, promo-
ting optimal health recovery and preven-
ting injuries. 5

PICS are reaffirmed as a nurse's spe-
cialty through COFEN Resolution No. 

581 of 2018, allowing them to tour the-
rapies in Public Health, Child and Ado-
lescent Health, Adult Health (Men's He-
alth and Women's Health, Men's Health) 
Elderly, Urgency and Emergency), ensu-
ring the confidence and support of these 
professionals to work in this scenario, as 
well as to develop research in the area of 
ICPs in general. 6

This advance can be understood as an 
expression of a movement that identifies 
itself with new ways of learning to learn 
and practice in health, since the integrati-
ve and complementary practices in health 
are characterized by interdisciplinary plu-
rality and by their own languages, which 
in general are opposed to the technical 
view of health that prevails in the current 
health context. 7

The association of integrative and com-
plementary practices with conventional 
medicine has been gaining many followers 
among nurses in primary health care. 8 

However, they need to have technical-s-
cientific support to serve the user holisti-
cally, understanding the drug interactions 
and the adverse effects that can emerge se-
condary to the use of such practice. 9

These professionals focus on health, 
not disease. They seek to clarify to indivi-
duals the need to develop such alternative 
therapeutic techniques combined with 
conservative/drug treatment. 10 However, 
in clinical practice, the structure of frac-
tional scientific knowledge postponed 
by Nightingale still predominates to the 
detriment of a professional-community-
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-support network, figuring, in this sense, 
an excessively technical condition for the 
health professional. 11

It is known, therefore, that the incor-
poration of this model of (re) thinking 
nursing practice is seen as fundamental 
in the contemporary context. Due to the 
lack of knowledge of their contributions 
to the process of reestablishing health, 
there is still a distorted perception among 
PICS in nursing, and this fact may con-
tribute to the disinterest of several health 
professionals in the use of such resources. 9

In view of these circumstances, the 
relevance of this study is to reveal the 
importance of nurses in integrative and 
complementary practices in the Unified 
Health System, probing their professional 
capacity to develop such practices with au-
tonomy, in accordance with the National 
Policy of Integrative and Complementary 
Practices - PNPIC.

METHOD

The study used the integrative literatu-
re review as a research method. Based on 
evidence-based practice, this type of review 
seeks to solve the problems through the re-
sults found in the most relevant scientific 
publications. It will involve the following 

steps: definition of the research problem, 
research in scientific databases and databa-
ses, critical assessment of the evidence fou-
nd and discussion of the results obtained. 
Such practice encourages health care based 
on scientific knowledge. 12

To survey the guiding question, the 
PICO strategy was used (P - Population: 
Patients assisted by SUS; I - Intervention: 
Integrative and Complementary Health 
Practices; C- Comparison: not applicab-
le; O - Outcome: Importance of Nurses 
in ICPs in SUS). 13 This strategy based 
on the segmentation of the hypothesis, 
aims to collect data in a systematic way.13  
Thus, the following guiding question of 
the research was stipulated: “What is the 
importance of nurses in integrative and 
complementary practices in the Unified 
Health System?”.

The selection process of the articles 
considered the PRISMA recommenda-
tions. 14 (Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and MetaAnalyses) 
(Figure 1). The data survey took place in 
October 2020 in the Databases of Latin 
American and Caribbean Literature in 
Health Sciences (LILACS), in the Cumu-
lative Index to Nursing and Allied Health 
Literature (CINAHL) and in the Me-
dical Databases Literature Analysis and 

Retrieval System Online (MEDLINE/
PUBMED). Crossings of the descriptors 
standardized by the Medical Subject He-
ading (MESH) “Complementary Thera-
pies”, “Primare Health Care” and “Public 
Health Nursing” and their analogues in 
Portuguese (DeCS) and in Spanish were 
performed. 

To define the information to be extrac-
ted from the selected articles and catego-
rize the studies, a peer search was used, 
in order to provide greater credibility to 
the content of the analysis. The descrip-
tors were compared in pairs and then in 
sequences combined with priority for the 
descriptor “Complementary Therapies”, 
in order to standardize the crossings in the 
databases.

For the selection of articles, the 
following inclusion criteria were used: 
being an original article, published in Por-
tuguese, English and Spanish, available in 
full and with a time frame of publication 
from the last five years (2015-2020). The 
following were excluded: theses, disser-
tations and monographs, editorials, case 
studies, integrative and systematic re-
views, as well as repetitions of publication 
of studies in more than one database, as 
well as articles that answered the guiding 
question of the study. 

The studies that comprised this review 
were classified according to evidence-ba-
sed practice, being characterized hierar-
chically, using the American framework 
of the Agency for Healthcare Reseaech na 
Quality (AHRQ) that considers the rese-
arch design. 15

It should be noted that the AHRQ 
classifies the quality of the evidence in six 
levels: level 1: meta-analysis of multiple 
controlled studies; level 2, individual stu-
dy with experimental design; level 3, study 
with experimental design as study without 
randomization with single group pre and 
post-test, time series or case control; level 
4, study with a non-experimental design 
such as descriptive correlational and qua-
litative research or case study; level 5, case 
reports or data obtained systematically, of 
verifiable quality or program evaluation 
data; level 6, opinion of reputable autho-

Figure 1: Flowchart of the study selection process – PRISMA (Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and MetaAnalyses)14.
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rities based on clinical competence or 
opinion of expert committees, including 
interpretations of information from infor-
mation not based on research. 15

After reading and rereading the selec-
ted articles, thematic categories were ca-
tegorized in order to describe and classify 
the results, showing the knowledge produ-
ced on the proposed theme.

RESULTS 

289 articles were found, of which five 
addressed the proposed theme and were 
selected to compose the final sample of 
this study. Medline covered 80% of the 

number of articles (n=4), followed by Li-
lacs (20% - n=1). Cinahl did not present 
any results for the search.

The specificity of the theme and the use 
of original articles to compose the sample 
worked as a prerogative for the number 
of selected studies. However, the national 
and international scientific community 
outlines the need for new publications on 
the subject. 16-20 The insipience of articles 
can be confirmed by the findings of these 
studies that presented in the year 2015, 
2018 and 2019 a published article that 
responded to the objectives of the study 
in each year (20%) and 2020 with two 
published articles (40%). In the year 2016 

and 2017, no articles were identified that 
fit the inclusion criteria for the construc-
tion of this study.

In Table 1, the publications were orga-
nized into: authors and year of publication, 
basis, level of evidence, title, objective, syn-
thesis. Three articles selected for the sam-
ple (60%) were published in English, one 
article (20%) in Spanish and one (20%) in 
Portuguese. Three studies had a quantita-
tive approach (60%) and two a qualitative 
approach (40%). In this sense, according to 
the AHRQ reference, 60% of the publica-
tions presented evidence level 3 and 40% 
evidence level 4, showing good methodolo-
gical quality and reduction of bias.

AUTHOR/ YEAR/ 
BASE/ NE TITLE OBJECTIVE IMPORTANCE OF NURSES IN CIPS IN SUS.

DALMOLIN;
HEIDEMANN16

2020
Medline/Pubmed
NE: 4

Integrative and complemen-
tary practices in Primary 

Care: unveiling health 
promotion

Understand the use of 
integrative practices and 

Complementary measures 
such as health promotion 

action.

The use of CIPs by nurses is configured as resources 
for health promotion, through comprehensive care 

and reducing the use of medications.

SILVA et al17

2020
Medline/Pubmed
NE:3

 Effects of auriculotherapy 
on anxiety of pregnant 

women in low-risk prenatal 
care

To evaluate the effects of 
auriculotherapy on anxiety 
levels in pregnant women 

attended in low risk prenatal 
care.

Auriculotherapy can help to reduce anxiety in 
pregnant women during low-risk prenatal care, 

being a potential integrative and complementary 
practice within the scope of the Unified Health 
System, with the acupuncturist nurse having a 

relevant importance in this process.

VALIM et al18

2019
Medline/Pubmed
NE:3

Auricular acupressure in the 
quality of life of women with 
breast cancer: a randomized 

clinical trial

To evaluate the effects of the 
atrial acupressure interven-
tion on the quality of life of 
women with breast cancer 
undergoing chemotherapy 
treatment, in comparison 

with those who did not use 
the intervention.

Auricular acupressure proved to be a safe, effective, 
low-cost method, without side effects, easily appli-

cable by trained nurses. It can be recommended 
as a complementary therapy in the treatment of 

breast cancer to improve the quality of life of these 
women.

MELO et al19

2018
Medline/Pubmed
NE: 3

Musical intervention on 
anxiety and vital parameters 

of chronic renal patients: a 
randomized clinical trial

To evaluate the effect of 
a musical intervention on 

anxiety and vital parameters 
in chronic kidney patients 
compared to conventional 
care at hemodialysis clinics

Music presents itself as a potential nursing inter-
vention for reducing state anxiety during hemo-

dialysis sessions

LIMA et al20

2015
Lillacs
NE: 4

 Use of integrative and 
complementary therapies 

by patients undergoing 
chemotherapy

Know the integrative and 
complementary therapies 
used by patients in cancer 

chemotherapy.

It is apprehended that the use of integrative and 
complementary therapies in oncology allows the 

professional nurse to approach the patient under-
going chemotherapy, knowing it in its complexity.

Source: Authors, 2020

Table 1: Summary of the studies selected for the sample.
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DISCUSSION

For the analysis and discussion of the 
articles with the pertinent literature, a ca-
tegorization of studies was carried out in 
which emerged from the central theme 
Importance of nurses in integrative and 
complementary practices in the Unified 
Health System, two subtopics: I - Integra-
tive and complementary practices in the 
Unified Health System and II - Impor-
tance of using Integrative and Comple-
mentary Practices by Nurses in promoting 
health within the scope of SUS.

I – Integrative and complemen-
tary practices in the Unified Heal-
th System 

The Unified Health System (SUS) 
works in the context of integrality, for 
health promotion, however, in practice, 
it faces many challenges. However, the ex-
pansion of the right to health to the entire 
population is unquestionable. 1 Primary 
Health Care (PHC), within the scope of 
SUS, constitutes an important gateway of 
assistance for the population's health ne-
eds. This level of care is guided by the mo-
del of the Family Health Strategy (FHS), 
which provides for a multiprofessional 
action to the community composed of 
its basic team of doctors, nurses, nursing 
technicians and dentists, in addition to 
community health agents. 2,16

 This assistance model is ensured by 
means of the National Primary Care Poli-
cy (PNAB - Política Nacional de Atenção 
Básica). 5  The environment of instability 
in the health sector is becoming increa-
singly noticeable and intense, in addition 
to the numerous attempts at privatization 
and institutionalization. 17  

In this sense, it is up to professionals 
in the area to identify consolidated stra-
tegies for strengthening the SUS, in or-
der to provide the user with humanized 
and comprehensive care. 18 One of these 
strategies is the inclusion of Integrati-
ve Medicine as a complementary heal-
th practice. Such inclusion represents a 
possibility of advancing and integrating 
the various practices in the same care 

network, with decision making based on 
the user's need. 2

The Integrative and Complemen-
tary Practices (ICPs) rescue the different 
knowledge related to health care and ha-
ppen concurrently with clinical practices. 
19 The PICS are millennial and come 
from the oriental culture that provides a 
holistic care between body-mind-soul. In 
addition, they constitute systems that pro-
mote health through natural techniques 

and value qualified listening, the link be-
tween professional and individual and the 
interconnection between beings, that is, 
the PICS understand the health-disease-
-care process in an expanded way, promo-
ting health and self-care. 5,20

Since the 1990s, the recurrence of 
the use of Integrative and Comple-
mentary Health Practices (ICPs) in the 
treatment of chronic diseases, rehabili-
tation, disease prevention and impro-
vement of quality of life has increased 
worldwide. The World Health Organi-
zation (WHO), in 2002, encouraged 
the regulation of such practices in he-
alth services and in 2006, the Ministry 
of Health (MH), through Ordinance 
No. 971/2006, published the Natio-
nal Policy for Integrative Practices and 
(PNPIC) in the Unified Health System 
(SUS), with the aim of guaranteeing 
integrality in health services. Since 
then, the provision and encouragement 
of the use of ICPs has been legitimized 
in the SUS and Primary Health Care is 
one of the main environments for its 
application. 5

In view of this, it is imperative to analy-
ze the current scenario of supply of ICPs 
in the country, as well as accessibility and 
use in public health services. It is necessary 
to observe and deconstruct the counter-
-hegemonic posture of some professio-
nals and users of the SUS who still have a 
curative, prescriptive perspective, in whi-
ch true health care is summed up in being 
attended by the doctor and carrying out 
tests. The importance of PICS in Health 
Care must be instilled in the population, 
undoing social constructs that have been 
acquired throughout life. 16-20

II – Importance of using Integrati-
ve and Complementary Practices by 
Nurses in promoting health within 
the scope of SUS.

What underlies the nurse's professio-
nal practice is care. However, historical 
and cultural inferences influence the 
professional practice of nursing profes-
sionals and, consequently, their decision 
making. 9 There is a movement of change 

The Unified 
Health System (SUS) 
works in the 
context of 
integrality, for 
health promotion, 
however, in 
practice, it faces 
many challenges. 
However, the 
expansion of the 
right to health 
to the entire 
population is 
unquestionable.
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between the curative and medicalizing 
paradigm towards the paradigm aimed 
at preventing pathologies and promoting 
health. What happens, within the scope 
of SUS, is that the biologicist model still 
prevails linked to professional practice, 
thus hampering the process of expanding 
health care. ICPs include care approaches 
that broaden the view of the health-dise-
ase process and expand the therapeutic 
possibilities for individuals. 4

Considering the need to expand the 
offer of PICS in health services, one of 
the main strategies of actions carried out 
within the scope of the National Policy of 
Integrative and Complementary Practices 
were the Professional Training strategies. 
In the period from 2014 to 2016, more 
than 17.500 health professionals started 
the training process, more than 6.500 com-
pleted and 11.000 are ongoing. 5 Nursing 
professionals are among the most quali-
fied and conduct integrative and comple-
mentary practices, their performance is 
recommended in ordinances 849/2017 
and 702/2018, which expand the scope 
of practices. 17-18

Silva et al (2020) conducted a study to 
evaluate the effects of auriculotherapy on 
anxiety levels in 50 pregnant women at-
tended in low-risk prenatal care at a public 
service in Espírito Santo. 17 The Federal 
Nursing Council established and recogni-
zed, through COFEN Resolution nº 581 
of 2018, the technical condition of nurses 
in carrying out this practice, enabling the 
application of preventive care and health 
promotion, in addition to the rehabilita-
tion of illnesses. 6

Nursing assistance in auriculothe-
rapy is a ICPs classified as a low-cost, 
easy-to-apply and highly effective pro-
cedure. Valim (2019) corroborates with 
Silva et al (2020) when it comes to au-
ricular acupressure because it proved 

to be a safe, effective, low-cost method, 
without side effects, easily applicable by 
trained nurses. 17-18

In the pregnant women studied by Sil-
va et al (2020) the application of the ICP 
promoted a decrease in the levels of an-
xiety and stress during the gestational cy-
cle. 17 The results were also satisfactory in 
cancer patients studied by Valim (2019) 
and Lima (2015). The effects of the atrial 
acupressure intervention on the quality 
of life of women with breast cancer un-
dergoing chemotherapy treatment in the 
first study. 18 And greater well-being, plus 
the sense of autonomy regarding the de-
cision-making processes regarding their 
care plan, were described in the studies 
by Lima et al (2015) when using ICPs 
based on medicinal plants such as ho-
meopathy and phytotherapy for cancer 
patients. 20 It is apprehended that the use 
of ICPs in oncology and obstetrics allows 
the approximation of the professional 
nurse with the patient, knowing them in 
their complexity.

Melo et al (2018) identified that the fo-
cus on the singularity of being brings with 
it a closer relationship between patients 
and health professionals and reflected on 
the effect of a musical intervention on 
anxiety and vital parameters in chronic 
kidney patients compared to conventional 
care in hemodialysis clinics. Music presen-
ted itself as a potential nursing interven-
tion for the reduction of anxiety-state du-
ring hemodialysis sessions, demonstrating 
once again the benefit of the inclusion of 
Integrative and complementary practices 
in SUS. 19

To effectively implement the ICPs 
to the daily practice in primary care is 
a challenge for managers, workers and 
health authorities. 21 Studies show that 
professionals report difficulties in the 
management of some practices, inci-

pience of knowledge about other tech-
niques and refer to the need for comple-
mentary courses on the applicability of 
ICPs in SUS. 17,19,22

Studies evaluate the formative charac-
ter in ICPs during undergraduate nursing 
courses and demonstrate that there is an 
immense gap in the construction of this 
new professional regarding this theme. 
Changes and adaptations in the curricu-
lar matrices are necessary to form a quali-
fied and qualified professional, capable of 
using all the knowledge acquired to provi-
de comprehensive care to his patient and 
to strengthen the actions developed by the 
Brazilian public health system. 9

CONCLUSION

Care is the foundation of the nursing 
profession. The addition of Integrative 
and Complementary Practices to the 
already recommended care actions ena-
bles interaction and exchange between 
new knowledge. Based on the search for 
holistic and integral assistance, the ICPs 
seek the harmonization of the human 
organism and the perfect synchrony of 
systemic actions through natural mecha-
nisms. However, it is necessary to expand 
the knowledge about its indications, me-
thods and effectiveness, based on scienti-
fic evidence. 

This study has the relevance of demons-
trating the importance of nurses in ICPs 
in actions developed in SUS. We believe, 
in this way, to contribute to the forma-
tion of more qualified and motivated pro-
fessionals to implement the PICs to the 
care already recommended by the health 
agencies. ICPs favor greater interaction 
between nurse-patient and, through the 
construction of new knowledge, develop 
formidable strategies to face existing heal-
th problems.   
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