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About The Australian Traditional-Medicine Society 

The Australian Traditional-Medicine Society (ATMS) is Australia's leading Association of 

natural medicine practitioners. With over 11,500 financial members, ATMS represents about 

65% of all natural medicine practitioners in Australia. Natural medicine is increasingly 

popular amongst Australians with more than 70 per cent of Australians using a form of 

Natural Medicine as a regular part of their overall health care. Natural Medicine 

practitioners conduct some 2,000,000 professional consultations annually, making natural 

medicine a key and growing part of the Australian health industry. 

Practice streams within ATMS include massage therapists, acupuncturists, clinical 

hypnotherapists, counsellors, herbalists, homeopaths, kinesiologists, naturopaths and 

nutritionists. ATMS promotes and represents professional practitioners of natural medicine, 

who are encouraged to pursue the highest ideals of professionalism in their natural 

medicine education and practice. 

All ATMS members must abide by the ATMS Code of Conduct and official ATMS Policies. 

Furthermore, there is a process whereby concerns about the professional conduct of an 

ATMS member may be made to the ATMS Complaints Committee. 

About This Submission 

ATMS welcomes this opportunity to contribute to the Australian Competition and Consumer 

Commission (ACCC) preparations for the ACCC report to the Australian Senate on private 

health insurance (the PHI report). ATMS wishes to take this opportunity to focus on one 

issue concerning health funds. This is the practice of some funds to not accept all 

Government recognised qualifications regardless of the mode of study. 

In order to receive provider status from health funds, practitioners must meet certain 

requirements. Individual health funds can of course set their own requirements, with 

changes or additions made at any time. 

While the Australian Traditional Medicine Society (ATMS) understands and supports the 

need for minimum standards for health fund recognition, there is a specific requirement 

that is causing ongoing issues for the natural medicine profession. This concerns the 

position of some funds in respect of qualifications gained in part by distance education. 



Distance Education & Health Fund Requirements 

Generally speaking in order to recognise a natural medicine practitioner, health funds 

require the practitioner to hold a Government recognised health training package (HLT) 

qualification from a Government Registered Training Organisation (RTO). There is no 

concern with this approach. 

However challenges have arisen as a result ofthe Government registration requirements 

imposed on every RTO, and to an extent, as a result of the inconsistent manner in which 

RTOs may deliver the same qualification. Put simply, two separate RTOs may be delivering 

the same unit of study in two different formats (on campus and via correspondence). Both 

units will meet the national training requirements, but the practitioners who study via 

distance education may be ineligible for provider status with a number of health insurance 

funds despite having been assessed to achieve the same level of competency as the 

practitioner who has studied on campus. 

RTOs are also required to recognise prior study, irrespective of the format in which the 

study was undertaken - ego on-campus, via distance education, or completed in another 

country. If the student is able to demonstrate the relevant competency, than under the 

terms of its Government registration, an RTO must recognise this study and must not 

attempt to have the student undertake any studies in respect of the competency. 

It can therefore be seen that although a health insurance fund might require practitioners to 

study in a prescribed manner or for a prescribed period of time, RTOs are unable to deliver 

this in every case. 

The ATMS understands the complexity and impact ofthis issue, as it has also arisen with 

regards to the minimum training requirements for ATMS membership. That is, like private 

health funds ATMS also does not simply accept a HLT qualification. 

Through a process of review and amendment, the ATMS has developed a solution with 

respect to the minimum training requirements for membership. The Society believes this 

solution is equally applicable in the ca se of the health in~urance funds, and would like to 

propose it for consideration . 



The Role of the ATMS 

Over the last couple of years, the AlMS has recognised the challenges posed by the training 

requirements and has revised accreditation procedures as a result, whilst maintaining an 

emphasis on the importance of high quality and appropriate levels oftraining. 

Given the AlMS' role as an accrediting body for colleges and courses, the Society believes it 

is well placed to understand the various requirements and desired outcomes with respect to 

this issue. 

As a result, the AlMS now assesses the nominal (also known as notional) hours of a course. 

This is the length oftime a student, on average and without any recognised prior learning, 

will take to complete the course. 

Removing the Distance Education Barrier 

lhe AlMS accepts, and proposes for consideration, that research has shown that many 

elements of the study of natural medicine can be competently taught via distance 

education. For example, subjects including anatomy, physiology and even portions of the 

modality specific subjects can all be taught very successfully via distance education. 

However, the acceptable proportion of distance education may vary depending on the style 

of therapy being taught. Put simply, those therapies which require hands on treatment, 

such as massage and acupuncture, require significantly more 'face-to-face' training than 

those which are not hands on. 

For all courses accredited by the AlMS, the supervised clinic component must be conducted 

with practical training in a clinical setting (eg. not in a classroom). Supervised clinical training 

is essential to the training of natural medicine practitioners. As well as teaching new skills, it 

allows for the mandatory assessment of a student's competency in a clinic environment. 

This is of course the ultimate outcome of the training, irrespective of the way the training 

has been delivered. 

In addition, the AlMS also requires a set percentage of the modality specific study for hands 

on (tactile) therapy courses to be taught in an on-campus environment with an emphasis on 

practical training. 



As highlighted above, the impact of recognised prior learning means that only the nominal 

hours can be stipulated or measured for each accredited course. However, the ATMS 

believes that its strong review processes ensure that the Society is able to determine the 

adequacy of the face-to-face or practical learning components of each accredited course. 

The way supervised clinic is managed and assessed also forms a major part of the ATMS 

accreditation and review process. The ATMS places a strong emphasis on ensuring that 100 

percent ofthe required supervised clinic hours are completed to a high standard and in a 

practical hands-on environment. 

Without dismissing the role of distance education, the steps that the ATMS has taken when 

accrediting colleges means that when considered in a holistic fashion, ATMS accredited 

courses do not allow for the majority of study to be completed via correspondence. 

Next Steps 

As demonstrated above, the ATMS believes it is possible to maintain appropriate education 

and training requirements, without excluding those who have completed a portion of their 

course via distance education. The practice of some funds to exclude graduates of particular 

RTOs solely on the basis that they are 'distance education' providers cannot be supported. 

What needs to be undertaken is an individual assessment of each practitioner's study and 

qualifications to determine if they may meet professional standards and requirements. 

ATMS would appreciate any opportunity to work with the industry to ensure a mutually 

agreeable solution is found. 

Thank you allowing ATMS the opportunity to comment on this aspect. 

L'~~ ' 
Matthew Boylan 

Chief Administrative Officer 

Australian Traditional-Medicine Society Ltd (ATMS) 

Ph 02 8878 1501 

5 September 2011 
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