An Interview with Dr. Jacob Mathew, Founder and Chief Editor of Holisticonline.com 
by Stephanie Fellenstein, Reporter, Hudson Hub Times

Q. How long has your web site been up and running?

A. We had been up and running for about 4 years; although the site has gone through several "transformations" during that time. We are one of the oldest and largest health websites on the Internet.

Q. I visited the site and noticed there are a number of topics available.

How did you decide on the topics? Who provides the information?

A. Topics are generally picked based on the need determined from the feedback we receive from our visitors - both professionals and patients. We provide several mechanisms for people to communicate with us: email (confidential), guest book (public), feedback form (confidential) and discussion forum (public). All customer feedbacks are sorted and classified. We also scan all professional literature and have about 1000 professionals listed in our preferred provider network, from whom we occasionally seek input or comments.

We are very proud of our "bond with our visitors." Listening to our customers is very important for us. For example, once we got a very touching email from a teacher in Tennessee describing how fibromyalgia and chronic fatigue syndrome had debilitated her. She pleaded for help. It was a long email; but very moving. We had received several emails before from other visitors about adding fibromyalgia to our website. So, it was already in the back of my mind when I read this email. I was so moved by her email that I put aside all the other projects on which we were working at that time, so that we could develop our CFS/Fibromyalgia site. We did it in record time! 

This is just one example of how we accelerate the development of a particular subject based on pleas from our customers. Our women customers are often the most outspoken. Many had written to us about the need for adding menopause/hormone replacement therapy/osteoporosis information—very  convincingly—and so we worked to quickly add that information to our website.  

Similarly, we completely refurbished our cardiovascular health section based on feedback received. (The new Heart Infocenter was recently inaugurated by a minister in India in the presence of about 1500 people. This Infocenter was named for a cardiologist in India who has done a great deal to provide health care in that part of the world.)

In fact, I believe that the reason for our success is because of this connection with our customers. Our website visitors are very loyal and passionate. They know that we care about them. They understand our mission. We get excellent, helpful feedback from them. 

Once a topic has been selected, we try to identify an expert who can help us in developing that area of our website (called an “infocenter”). Sometimes, our customers will recommend experts. Sometimes the professionals come forward and offer their services. Very often a number of experts from around the world are used. We also obtain information from books, professional journals, and other communications. After a thorough study—and I emphasize that—the information is edited and added to the website. The information is updated continually, based on the latest findings.

Q. Why did you choose to focus on holistic medicine?

A. We decided to focus on integrative medicine—which encompasses all modes of treatments, including Western medicine and alternative medicine. We believe that there are merits to both approaches and the best case scenario is when a person can choose the best of both.  For example, when you are faced with a life-threatening chronic illness, Western medicine is often the preferred approach. Drugs and other procedures can often provide immediate relief.  If you have a heart attack, for example, you should go to an emergency room and get immediate treatment since time is of the essence.  Similarly, antibiotics can often be life-saving treatment.

Unfortunately, Western medicine concentrates mainly on treating the sick and very little on preventing sickness. This is where holistic medicine is very powerful. It promotes a healthy lifestyle – and it concentrates on all aspects of the individual—body and mind, soul/spirit. The premise is that our mind plays a great role in our overall wellness. Chinese doctors are reportedly paid for the number of healthy patients under their care rather than sick ones – the premise being that the doctor has failed when the patient has become sick. In Western medicine, the doctors are paid when the patient become sick. Isn’t that the wrong way?

Coming back to your question, both of these approaches (allopathy and alternative medicine) are important. Holisticonline.com provides information about both in our website. We have more information on alternative medicine only because we feel that there is a shortage of available objective information on it available online, though there are several excellent Internet resources available concerning Western medicine, including sites by the National Library of Medicine, the Mayo Clinic website, webMD, etc. 

Unfortunately, there were no such comprehensive sites available for alternative medicine (other than holisticonline.com, of course).  So, we decided to fill the gap by providing more detailed information on alternative medicine.

There is still another reason. When you look at health practices worldwide, more than 75% of the world population uses what we call alternative medicine. So, in places like China, India, Africa, etc., Western medicine or allopathy is the alternative medicine—exactly the opposite of how it is here!  The mainstay is traditional Chinese medicine, Ayurveda, herbal medicine, etc.  In fact, herbal medicine is practiced extensively in all parts of the world. It is the root of most of the pharmaceuticals used by Western medicine. So, for holisticonline.com, we decided to go to the "roots of it all."

For most of the people in this world, Western medicine is too expensive.  Here, we talk about the high cost of prescription drugs.  Imagine the situation in many parts of the world, where the standard of living is only a fraction of what we have here.  However, herbs, medicinal foods, etc. are available in plenty and may be the only recourse they have.  So, by providing information about alternative medicine, which generally costs only a fraction of the cost of allopathic medicine, we hope to help a large segment of the population of the world. We get daily emails from people saying how much the information has helped them. Now we know that our priorities were right.

Q. What are some of the most popular topics?

A. There are several. The most popular seem to be herbal medicine, stress management, nutrition, yoga, diseases/remedies, healthy recipes, acupuncture, aromatherapy, meditation, beauty (skin and hair care), preferred provider directory, shiatsu, ayurveda and prayer/spiritual healing.

Our yoga section is very often recommended by yoga teachers to their students. It is extremely popular in the UK and Australia. Our stress management section receives the highest requests for permission to quote or distribute. We found that many visitors visit our special prayers section every morning, to read the prayers.

We found out through email that people were using our yoga section in remote places, such as the Amazon, to learn yoga. According to these correspondents, the web site enabled them to do yoga in the calm and serene environment of the Amazon. Otherwise, they had to travel 80 miles to a bus depot to do yoga. The bus depot, apart from the distance, was not desirable, they said, because it is very noisy!

Another interesting application came via email during the Kosovo/Yugoslavia war. We got email from Yugoslavia that they used our web site for meditation to cope with stress during the bombing campaign!

We got a request from a student in South Africa sometime ago. She was selected to say the prayers for the school common assembly the following Monday and she did not know what prayer to use. She contacted us and we recommended a Sanskrit prayer. She reported to us later that the prayer was a great hit in the school. We also often get requests for American Indian prayers or prayers for special occasions.

Q. Who visits the site? Who are you targeting with the information?

A. We have targeted the web site to common folks. The language is easy to understand. We don’t use technical terms and terminologies. There are no long lists of references. When we originally conceived the web site, we wanted it to be something that doctors would feel comfortable recommending to their patients. So, the information has to be accurate and presented in an objective way. 

Now we find that many people discover the web site on their own. They then tell their friends about it. We have lot of older folks using our site. Then there are young ones doing research for their parents or friends. We are also used by many students, doing school projects or obtaining research material for their post-graduate theses; and by authors writing books. (We even had several authors of fiction books using our site to do research for their novels.)

Right now we receive more than 4 million hits a month. We have recorded visitors from more than 170 countries on all continents. It is possible that we are reaching more countries than that, but since we do not ask people to register, it is difficult to tell (other than from the location of the ISP) where the connection came from.

Q. How often is the site updated? Or how often is new information added?

A. We do not have any specific update schedule. We update material if there is new research/information to warrant it. New material is added to the prayers/inspirational writings/ healthy recipes sections at least once a week. 

Several new projects are at varying stages of completion. Once completed and reviewed, they are added to the site. We do not, however, rush into projects without doing a thorough study.  In this sense, we are like National Geographic. We do not "add material before its time!"  For example, we are currently working on our cancer section. It had been going on for the past 15 months. Because of the extensiveness of the material and the extensive research undertaken by us, it is still not ready for publication.

Q. Could I get a little background information about you?

A. You can find background information in our media section. (http://www.holisticonline.com/media/)

Holisticonline.com was co-founded by myself, Jacob Mathew, Ph.D., and my wife, Shila Mathew, MD, a board-certified psychiatrist working at Kaiser Permanente.  We are both long-time residents of Hudson.  I am president of ICBS, Inc., a firm that specializes in developing websites. (So committed were we to holisticonline.com that a majority of the resources of ICBS have been funneled to this project.)

Both my wife and I come from families that were exposed to both modern Western medicine and alternative medicine.  We both were born in India, a country that truly practices alternative medicine, where allopathy co-exists with Ayurveda, homeopathy, aromatherapy, meditation, yoga and massage. My family has over 40 Western-trained doctors in various specialties. 

However, my maternal grandmother hails from a very reputable family of Ayurveda doctors. When I was very young, we were waiting for the arrival of a bus, when my grandmother spotted a plant (herb) and showed it to my mother secretly, explaining that it was an important herb for mental health. I noticed that when the plant was ground to a paste, it suddenly transformed to a vibrant, golden color. My mother later gave this herb to several people in the village, with excellent results. So, although I grew up surrounded by Western-trained doctors, I also respected the power of traditional medicine.

Another thing that affected me in my childhood: We had an elderly Hindu woman in the village who was renowned for her knowledge of Hindu prayers and mantras. My grandmother was a great believer in her powers. Whenever one of our animals (cow, goat etc.) become sick, my grandmother would give me a glass of water and ask me to take it to this lady. She would pray over the water and recite the mantras and give it back to me. We gave this to the animals and surprisingly, they often got well!  Since animals are unaware of the mantras, this would not seem to be a placebo effect, but something real.

We very often hear stories about how an alternative medicine doctor treated and healed a patient who had been “abandoned” by allopathic doctors, who said they couldn’t do anything more.  In fact, right now, a team of doctors is working side by side with Ayurvedic doctors in the state capital in India developing remedies for cancer, diabetes, etc.

I studied in India at an institution that was only 100 miles away from Calcutta, where Mother Theresa had been working in the slums. She had a great influence on all of us. We learned that life is very short and we should share our good fortune with those who are less fortunate. I was also influenced by Mahatma Gandhi. One of the principles of Hinduism is "psychology of the universe," a concept that states that we should share our success with others in this earth. We get sick because we become greedy and refuse to share with others. I had been greatly influenced by this philosophy. When people ask me why we spent several million dollars on a project that does not generate any money, I often joke that I want to be known as the “Mother Theresa of healthcare” when I die.

I want to make a difference in this world. So far the indication is that we had been successful in doing it,  although certainly much is still left to be done.

Q. Why did you want to create a site like this?

A. The impetus for this project came from our deep-rooted belief that we should share our fortune to help the less fortunate in this world. (See the answer to question above.)

The specific reason for developing holisticonline.com came from my wife, Dr. Shila Mathew. Five years ago, when the Internet was just in its infancy (before the dot com era), she noticed that her patients had been relying on the Internet to get information about their health. She asked me to recommend some sites she could recommend to her patients. A special concern was information about herbal medicine, especially its safety aspects. A study reported in JAMA (Journal of American Medical Association) stated that a majority of people in the US take herbal supplements, but they do not tell their doctors that they do (thinking that what is natural cannot hurt them). An example is St. John's Wort. It was becoming a very popular herb for mild depression. Unfortunately, less known at that time was the fact that this herb can interact very strongly with prescription antidepressants (the “MAO inhibitors”), often with serious results. Shila was concerned that the patients are not getting this information and that the doctors themselves had no clue what these herbs do or how they affect the medicines patients take.

My research showed that at that time no web site was in existence that provided an objective presentation of the information. Most sites were 1-2 pages, designed to sell a workshop or book with “teaser copy.” Others were designed to sell supplements - talking about dangers was the last thing in their mind.

We were very concerned. We developed holisticonline.com to address this need. From this humble beginning, we grew to what we are today. We had been helped greatly by the support we have received from our visitors, and by the encouragement of people from all over the world.

Holisticonline.com does not sell anything. We do not accept any money from commercial sources that has a vested interest in what we do. We take our mission very seriously.

