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What is Lung Cancer? 
Cancer is a disease that results in cells dividing 
uncontrollably and is able to take over other normal cells and 
organs.1 Lung cancer is cancer that happens in the lungs 
and is one the most dominant types of cancer to affect 
people. Lung cancer exists in two major classes, small cell 
lung cancer and non-small cell lung cancer.1 Non-small cell 
lung cancer is more commonly found among patients and 
progresses slower than small cell lung cancer.2 On the other 
hand, small cell lung cancers are less common but are able 
to spread through the body faster.2 

Smoking is the usual culprit for causing lung cancer, 

however that is not always the case.2 Second-hand smoking 

can also cause lung cancer and has almost double the risk 

of contracting lung cancer compared to people who are not 

exposed to second-hand smoke at all.2  
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In 2012, it was estimated that 

12,300 women would be 

diagnosed with lung cancer 

and 9,400 would die of it.2 
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Traditional Chinese Medicine 

Being exposed to other toxic products likes radon, asbestos, uranium or arsenic can also increase 
one’s risk of developing lung cancer.2 

There are several types of treatment available for lung cancer including surgery, chemotherapy and 
radiation. Newer targeted therapies are also offered, but only for specific kinds of non-small cell lung 
cancers.2 However, it is said that lung cancer is difficult to cure so prevention is essential to avoid 
dealing with the consequences of lung cancer.2  

Originating from ancient China, Traditional Chinese Medicine has 
reached new heights over these few thousand years…  

Most skepticism surrounding TCM is due to the 
lack of scientific evidence supporting its 
healing properties. By using a combination of 
many different herbs, species and natural 
products, TCM is able to treat maladies and 
illnesses in a way different from conventional 
Western medicine.3 

In general, TCM focuses on a holistic 
approach, concentrating on how nature and 
the body work in balance rather than targeting 
specific symptoms like conventional Western 
medicine.3 Traditional Chinese Medicine is 
based on three main points that serve as a 
basis for its methods of diagnosis and 
treatment.3 

The first is the concept of Yin and Yang.4 Yin 
and Yang suggests opposing forces that work 
in tandem to maintain all balance in life and the 
universe.4 The second theory has to do with an 

energy force called “qi” that flows through the 
human body through channels labeled as 
“meridians”.4 A person’s health is fundamentally 
about keeping harmony in the flow of qi.4 The third 
theory explores the eight principles of cold and 
heat, interior and exterior, excess and deficiency, 
and yin and yang.3 These principles are used 
along side the theory of five elements (fire, earth, 
metal, water and wood) to analyze symptoms and 
correspond each element to specific organs and 
tissues.3  

Diagnosis and treatment using Traditional Chinese 
Medicine depends uniquely on each patient. TCM 
believes in the linkage of the human body with its 
environment and by keeping balance between the 
patient’s energy and life forces, one can use TCM 
not only to treat illness but also to boost immunity 
and vitality.  
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TCM uses several different 
methods to support and/or 
strengthen the body: herbal 
medicine, acupuncture, 
moxibustion (fire heat 
treatment), etc.5 The 
methodology is based on the 
Chinese perception that 
humans are interconnected with 
nature and vulnerable to its 
forces, and so should be tuned 
into the external environment.6 
The treatment approach follows 
this perception. 

For example, for a herbal 
treatment of lung cancer, the 
main aim of treatment is 
remove the “accumulation of 
exogenous evils” and renews 
the blood, energy levels, etc.7 
There are several steps or 
areas that need to be assisted: 
1. Yin Deficiency and Interior 
Heat Syndrome, 2. Spleen 
Deficiency and Phlegm 
Dampness Syndrome, 3. 
Deficiency of Qi and Yin 
Syndrome, 4. Deficiency of Yin 
and Yang Syndrome, and 5. 

Stagnation of Qi and Blood 
Stasis Syndrome.7 From this 
list, many areas of the body are 
taken into consideration, with 1 
– 3 focusing on different types 
of coughs (the lungs), the 
spleen is mentioned, and the 
blood. TCM has been found to 
be very helpful when used in 
combination with Western 
treatment, as it helps to build up 
several aspects of general 
health.7 

 

Holistic Analysis 
of TCM 

TCM has been practiced for centuries and a 

powerful component of the approach is its 

holistic and personalized approach to 

treatment1. Holistic is defined by the Merriam 

Webster dictionary as “relating to or 

concerned with wholes or with complete 

systems rather than with the analysis of, 

treatment of, or dissection into parts.” 

 

Conventional treatment is mainly focused on 
attacking the diseased cells. Unfortunately, in 
an attempt to kill the damaged cells, the body 
cells are also killed. The side effects of these 
approaches against lung cancer can include: 
skin irritation, fatigue, fibrosis, esophagitis, 
salivary gland damage from radiotherapy; 
depression of the immune system, 
gastrointestinal distress, tendency to bleed 
easily, hair loss from chemotherapy; and pain 
and side effects from the anesthetics and 
painkillers postoperatively.9 Of course, not 
everyone suffers all these ailments, and every 
body reacts differently to treatment depending      
on the overall fitness, advancement of the 

Conventional vs. TCM 
disease, etc.9 The disease and the side effects of 
treatment can take a terrible toll on the body.  

Some herbal formulations of TCM have been 
reported to synergistically cause apoptosis, down-
regulation of anti-apoptotic factors, and other 
cellular effects, and also elevate the efficacy while 
reducing the side effects of chemotherapy. Some 
have been found to have serious side effects, and 
may inhibit the effectiveness of the drug treatment; 
however, this focuses on low-quality or 
contaminated samples.8 More research is needed 
to fully understand the full effects of TCM. 
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Many people may question the 

reliability of Traditional Chinese 
Medicine because there is far less 
research done in this area 
compared to Western medicine. 
Some of the practices of TCM also 
seem quite puzzling and bizarre. 
So is TCM truly effective?  

The complex system of TCM 

makes it very difficult to access the 
efficacy of the treatment based on 
its medical effects. Since every 
patient’s treatment is specifically 
tailored to suit his/her body, it is 
very difficult to conduct group 
studies. Instead, practitioners 
assess the improvement based on 
how the patient feels as well as the 
balance of their “yin” and “yang”.11  

As cancer rates continue to 
increase in recent years, TCM 

treatment has also become more 
popular amongst cancer patients.11 
It is usually integrated during or 
after chemotherapy, radiation or 
surgery to reduce symptoms 
associated with cancer and treat 
some of the side effects of the 
Western treatment. It is used to 
restore a patient’s “qi” (vitality) and 

improve their overall health after 

receiving harsh cancer 
treatments that often damage 
the body.11  

Many studies, published in the 
book Management of Cancer 

With Chinese Medicine (Li 
Peiwen, 2003) have shown that 
TCM enhances recovery time 
and prolongs life by twice the 
amount of time.10 The five-year 
survival outcomes have 
drastically increased for patients 
receiving the combined 
approach, compared to patients 
receiving Western treatment 
alone.10 TCM has also been 
shown to be especially effective 
in assisting chemotherapy and 
radiation therapy on patients in 
the late stages of cancer where 
surgery is no longer suitable.10 

In two separate studies 
conducted on patients receiving 

chemotherapy treatment for 
non-small-cell lung cancer and 
late-stage lung cancer, the 
group that received both 
chemotherapy and TCM have 
reported significant 
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Does It Really 
Work? 

improvements for nausea, control of weight loss, hemoglobin changes and white blood cell counts.10 Patients 
who received the herbal medicines reported a “higher quality of life” (as defined by the Karnofsky Performance 
Status Scale).10 TCM herbs were used to reduce toxicity, thus improving the effectiveness of chemotherapy.10  

In cases where the patient’s expected survival period is relatively short, studies have shown the effectiveness 
of TCM treatment alone in order to prolong the life of the patient “as the quality of life is improved by avoiding 
the side-effects of chemotherapy” (Li Peiwen, p. 75-76).10  

Another alternative treatment for cancer is combining radiotherapy with TCM. In a study observing primary lung 
cancer patients, 69% of patients receiving the combined treatment were able to complete their prescribed 
radiation course, while in radiation alone, only 31% could complete the course.10 It has also been reported to 
be effective in lowering the recurrence rates in lung cancer patients.10  

 

The principle for the integration of TCM with Western treatments is “to support zheng qi, invigorate the blood, 
and break blood stasis”. TCM is effective to help strengthen patients for radiation or chemotherapy, minimize 
the recurrence rate, reduce symptoms and side effects and to improve the patient’s overall health while 
assisting in the recovery of their vitality. 
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