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This study examines the associations of demographic characteristics, health concerns, and the work environment with the use of complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) among employees in two categories of small businesses (<50 and 50-499 employees) in Orange County, California. Confidential questionnaires were distributed at random to the staff of participating companies. Completed questionnaires were received from 620 employees in 23 companies. Data were analyzed using statistical measures of association and logistic regression.

The prevalence of CAM use in this population was 45% overall, and was statistically higher among staff in the smallest size category of business (p<0.01) when compared to those in companies with 50-500 employees.  Those respondents employed in the smallest companies also reported experiencing significantly more stress in the work environment, and more related health problems (anxiety, back pain, and fatigue).

Company size was found to exert an independent influence on the use of CAM. Stratification of CAM use by company size showed that reported stress was most strongly associated with use of CAM in the smaller size category (p<0.0001).  

Logistic regression analyses showed that CAM users were twice as likely to be ethnically white (OR=2.1), and highly likely to have incomes above $40,000 (OR=1.5), to experience stress at work (OR=1.4), to feel they have no say in job-related decisions (OR=1.3), and to participate in exercise (OR=1.4). In addition, CAM users were significantly more likely to report having back complaints (OR=4.1), experiencing fatigue (OR=3.1), anxiety (OR=3.0), and weight problems (OR=2.7) and also more likely to believe in the connection between the mind, body, and spirit (OR=1.3).  For the employment factors, the regression models showed that users of CAM were more likely to have PPO insurance (OR=2.2), to work in small–sized companies (OR=1.8), to feel stressed at work (OR=1.5), and to work in companies that communicate with their employees regularly (OR=1.2).

Stratified logistic regression analysis showed the influence of company size on the use of CAM. The ORs for stress at work, back problems, and the belief in the importance of the spirit to health status were each higher in smaller companies.  

After controlling for ethnicity, insurance, and frequency of communication in a combined regression model, respondents who worked in companies with fewer than 50 employees were significantly more likely to use CAM (OR=2.0). In addition to income and ethnicity, reported increased frequency of stressful employment experiences, chronic back problems, and fatigue were also associated with the use of CAM in this population. 
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