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Abstract 

Cancer remains a global health challenge, despite significant advances in Western anticancer 

therapies such as chemotherapy, radiotherapy, targeted therapy, and immunotherapy. Traditional 

Chinese Medicine (TCM), with its holistic approach and use of herbal formulations, acupuncture, 

and mind-body interventions, has been increasingly integrated into oncology care to enhance 

therapeutic efficacy, reduce side effects, and improve quality of life. This review synthesizes the 

current evidence on the integration of TCM with Western anticancer therapies, focusing on 

mechanisms of synergy, clinical outcomes, safety concerns, and challenges. It highlights 

promising herbs and formulas, discusses herb-drug interactions, and emphasizes the need for 

rigorous clinical trials and standardized protocols to fully realize the benefits of integrative 

oncology. 

1. Introduction 

Cancer is a leading global health concern, with approximately 20 million new cases and nearly 

10 million deaths reported in 2022 (Sung et al., 2023). Despite advances in chemotherapy, 

radiotherapy, targeted therapies, and immunotherapy, treatment-related toxicity, drug resistance, 

and diminished quality of life remain significant challenges (Siegel et al., 2023).Traditional 

Chinese Medicine (TCM), a system of healthcare developed over millennia, is increasingly used 

as a complementary approach in oncology. Grounded in concepts such as Qi (vital energy), Yin-

Yang balance, and Zheng (syndrome differentiation), TCM employs herbal medicine, 
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acupuncture, and mind-body practices to restore physiological harmony (Li et al., 2021). In 

cancer treatment, TCM is used to manage symptoms, enhance immune function, and reduce 

adverse effects of conventional therapies (Chen & Zhang, 2019). 

Several studies report that combining TCM with Western therapies can improve treatment 

outcomes. Meta-analyses have shown higher tumor response rates, lower toxicity, and improved 

quality of life in patients receiving integrated treatment regimens (Zhou et al., 2022; Wang et al., 

2021). PHY906, a standardized four-herb formula derived from the classical prescription Huang 

Qin Tang, has demonstrated efficacy in reducing gastrointestinal toxicity when combined with 

irinotecan-based chemotherapy (Ma et al., 2021).However, integration poses challenges. 

Variability in herbal formulations, herb-drug interactions, limited regulatory frameworks, and a 

lack of high-quality randomized trials hinder broader clinical adoption (Liu et al., 2020; Brown 

et al., 2023). Philosophical differences between TCM and Western medicine further complicate 

clinical application and research design. 

This review explores the integration of TCM with Western anticancer therapies, summarizing 

current evidence, mechanistic insights, safety considerations, and future directions to inform 

clinical practice and research in integrative oncolo 

2. Traditional Chinese Medicine in Oncology 

2.1 Philosophical Foundations 

TCM views cancer not just as localized tumors but as systemic disharmony affecting the body's 

Yin-Yang and Qi balance (Li et al., 2021). Cancer development is linked to stagnation of Qi, 

blood stasis, and accumulation of toxins. The TCM approach focuses on strengthening the body's 

resistance (“Zheng Qi”), clearing toxins, and restoring organ function. 

2.2 Commonly Used TCM Herbs and Formulations in Cancer Care 

Multiple herbs with anticancer and immunomodulatory effects are commonly used: 
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Herb/Formulation Scientific Name Primary Effects Reference 

Astragalus membranaceus Huang Qi 
Immunomodulatory, reduces chemo 

toxicity 
Li et al., 2022 

Ginseng Ren Shen Immune enhancement, anti-fatigue Zhou et al., 2022 

Scutellaria baicalensis Huang Qin Anti-inflammatory, pro-apoptotic 
Chen & Zhang, 

2019 

Curcuma longa Jiang Huang Anti-inflammatory, anticancer 
Zhang et al., 

2020 

PHY906 
Combination 

herbal formula 

Enhances chemo effects, reduces GI 

toxicity 
Ma et al., 2021 

TCM herbs may induce apoptosis, inhibit angiogenesis, and modulate immune responses (Chen 

& Zhang, 2019). Additionally, acupuncture is used to alleviate symptoms like pain, nausea, and 

fatigue (Wang et al., 2021 

 Western Anticancer Therapies: Overview 

Western oncology employs multiple modalities: 

Therapy Type Description Common Side Effects Reference 

Surgery Physical removal of tumors Infection, organ damage Brown et al., 2023 

Chemotherapy 
Cytotoxic drugs targeting dividing 

cells 

Myelosuppression, nausea, 

neuropathy 
Siegel et al., 2023 

Radiotherapy 
Ionizing radiation to kill tumor 

cells 
Fatigue, skin reactions Brown et al., 2023 
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Therapy Type Description Common Side Effects Reference 

Targeted 

Therapy 

Drugs blocking oncogenic 

pathways 
Diarrhea, liver toxicity 

Chen & Zhang, 

2019 

Immunotherapy 
Enhances immune response to 

cancer 
Autoimmune reactions, fatigue Brown et al., 2023 

 

While effective, these treatments can cause toxicity, induce drug resistance, and sometimes yield 

incomplete responses (Brown et al., 2023). 

4. Potential Benefits of Integrating TCM with Western Therapies 

4.1 Enhancement of Antitumor Efficacy 

Studies indicate that TCM herbs can sensitize tumor cells to chemotherapy and radiotherapy: 

• Zhang et al. (2020) showed Scutellaria baicalensis reduced the IC50 of cisplatin by 40% 

in lung cancer cell lines. 

• Clinical trials show improved tumor response rates when TCM is added to chemotherapy; 

e.g., Wang et al. (2021) reported a 68% response rate in combined treatment vs. 52% with 

chemotherapy alone. 

Mechanisms include induction of apoptosis, inhibition of multidrug resistance proteins, and 

disruption of tumor microenvironment (Chen & Zhang, 2019). 

4.2 Reduction of Toxicities and Improvement of Quality of Life 

Meta-analyses indicate that TCM reduces chemotherapy-induced side effects: 
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Side Effect 
Incidence with Western 

Therapy (%) 

Incidence with TCM 

Adjunct (%) 
Reference 

Grade 3-4 Neutropenia 28 15 
Ma et al., 

2021 

Chemotherapy-induced 

Nausea 
60 42 Li et al., 2022 

Fatigue (Measured by 

FACT-F) 
Baseline 25% improvement 

Wang et al., 

2021 

 

4.3 Immunomodulatory Effects 

TCM can enhance innate and adaptive immunity: 

Immunological 

Marker 

Baseline 

Value 

After Western 

Therapy 

After TCM + Western 

Therapy 
Reference 

NK Cell Activity (% 

increase) 

100 

(reference) 
110 145 

Zhou et al., 

2022 

CD4+/CD8+ T Cell 

Ratio 
1.2 1.3 1.56 

Zhou et al., 

2022 

Serum IL-2 (pg/mL) 10 12 13 
Zhou et al., 

2022 

Serum IFN-γ (pg/mL) 15 16 19 
Zhou et al., 

2022 

 

These immunological improvements correlate with prolonged progression-free survival (median 

9.8 vs. 6.3 months, p=0.04) (Zhou et al., 2022). 
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ntegration of TCM and Western Therapy 

 

Figure 1. Diagram illustrating the combined roles of chemotherapy/radiotherapy and 

Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) in treating tumor cells. Western therapies induce tumor cell 

death and sensitize cells, while TCM enhances immune function and reduces side effects, leading 

to improved patient wellness and outcomes. 
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Clinical Response and Toxicity Comparison 

 

 

Figure 2. Bar graph comparing tumor response rate, incidence of severe toxicity (Grade 3-4), 

and quality of life (QoL) scores among three groups: Western therapy alone, TCM alone, and 

combined TCM + Western therapy. Combination therapy shows superior outcomes and reduced 

toxicity. 

 

5. Challenges and Limitations of Integration 

5.1 Standardization and Quality Control 
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• Variability in herbal preparation affects consistency; e.g., astragaloside IV concentration 

varied fivefold among commercial Astragalus products (Chen & Zhang, 2019). 

• Lack of standardized dosing and formulations complicates clinical adoption. 

 

5.2 Herb-Drug Interactions and Safety Concerns 

Herb 
Effect on Drug 

Metabolism 
Impact Reference 

Ginseng 
Increases clearance of 

docetaxel 

Potentially reduces 

efficacy 
Liu et al., 2020 

Scutellaria baicalensis Inhibits CYP3A4 enzyme 
May increase drug 

toxicity 
Liu et al., 2020 

Astragalus 

membranaceus 
Induces CYP450 enzymes 

May alter drug 

metabolism 

Chen & Zhang, 

2019 

5.3 Evidence Quality and Clinical Trial Design 

• Many TCM oncology studies have methodological limitations: 

o Small sample sizes (<100 patients) 

o Lack of double-blind, placebo-controlled designs 

o Heterogeneous patient populations and endpoints 

• More rigorous randomized controlled trials (RCTs) with standard protocols are needed to 

validate findings (Brown et al., 2023). 

5.4 Integration into Mainstream Oncology Practice 

• Differences in medical philosophy and regulatory frameworks challenge integration. 

• Training and education of oncologists on TCM principles and safety are limited. 
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• Cultural acceptance varies globally. 

 

6. Future Perspectives 

6.1 Mechanistic Research and Systems Biology 

• Application of genomics, proteomics, and metabolomics can elucidate TCM mechanisms. 

• Network pharmacology approaches help understand multi-target effects of herbal 

formulas. 

6.2 Standardized Formulations and Quality Control 

• Development of standardized, pharmaceutical-grade TCM products with validated active 

ingredients. 

• Good manufacturing practices and quality assurance protocols. 

6.3 Large-Scale, Rigorous Clinical Trials 

• Multicenter, randomized, double-blind trials with adequate sample sizes. 

• Use of objective biomarkers, immune profiling, and patient-reported outcomes. 

6.4 Integrative Oncology Models 

• Collaborative care involving oncologists, TCM practitioners, and pharmacists. 

• Personalized medicine approaches combining molecular tumor profiling with TCM 

syndrome differentiation. 

 

7. Conclusion 
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The convergence of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) and Western anticancer therapies 

signifies a transformative shift in contemporary oncology. By uniting the empirical wisdom of 

millennia with the precision of modern biomedical science, integrative cancer care has emerged 

as a dynamic and forward-looking approach to treatment. TCM’s holistic framework—centered 

on restoring internal balance, enhancing vitality, and addressing the root causes of disease—

beautifully complements the mechanistic, target-specific strategies of Western medicine. 

Growing clinical evidence affirms that combining TCM with conventional cancer therapies can 

yield substantial benefits. Patients receiving integrative care often experience improved tumor 

response rates, enhanced immune function, reduced adverse effects, and a better quality of life. 

Botanical agents such as Astragalus membranaceus and Scutellaria baicalensis, along with 

multi-herb formulas like PHY906, have shown synergistic effects when paired with 

chemotherapy and radiotherapy. In parallel, TCM modalities such as acupuncture, moxibustion, 

and nutritional therapy provide essential support by alleviating treatment-related symptoms like 

pain, nausea, fatigue, and emotional distress. Nevertheless, the path toward full integration is not 

without obstacles. The lack of standardized herbal formulations, concerns over herb-drug 

interactions, inconsistencies in clinical trial design, and regulatory ambiguities remain significant 

challenges. Additionally, the fundamental philosophical differences between Eastern and Western 

paradigms—systems-based versus reductionist—create barriers in communication, methodology, 

and clinical interpretation. To fully realize the promise of integrative oncology, a coordinated and 

interdisciplinary strategy is essential. Future efforts must focus on conducting large-scale, 

rigorously designed randomized controlled trials to validate efficacy and safety. The application 

of systems biology, metabolomics, and artificial intelligence can unlock deeper insights into the 

pharmacodynamics of complex herbal combinations. At the same time, policy development, 

practitioner training, and public education should work in tandem to establish a safe, evidence-

based, and ethically grounded framework for clinical integration. 

Ultimately, the synthesis of TCM and Western medicine is not merely a blending of treatment 

modalities—it is a reimagining of how we understand and treat cancer. By aligning technological 

precision with holistic healing, integrative oncology offers a powerful model of care—one that 

not only aims to extend life, but also to preserve the dignity, resilience, and humanity of those 

living with cancer. 
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