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Herbal and homeopathic treatments – advice for 
patients having anti-cancer therapy 
This leaflet explains how herbal treatments or ‘herbal medicines’ and homeopathic 

remedies can affect your anti-cancer therapy.  

Recommendations: 

• do not take herbal medicines or homeopathic remedies while you are having 

anti-cancer therapy. 

• do not take herbal medicines or homeopathic remedies instead of conventional 

(prescription) medicines for cancer. 

About herbal medicines 

Herbal medicines contain combinations of plant parts, such as leaves, flowers and roots. 

Although plants are natural, this does not mean that herbal medicines are always safe to 

take and can contain ingredients that could be harmful to the body. Like conventional 

medicines, herbal medicines will have an effect on the body. 

The difference between herbal medicines and conventional treatments 

Conventional medicines that are available in the UK are regulated by the Medicines and 

Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) and have a licence. To get their licence, 

conventional medicines go through tests to make sure they are safe, effective, and meet 

quality standards. The MHRA has also given licences to some herbal medicines. These 

licensed herbal medicines have met safety and quality standards. Vast majority of herbal 

medicines are unlicensed. They have not been assessed by the MHRA for safety and 

quality, but they are still available to buy. Whether licensed or unlicensed: 

• there is no reliable evidence to show that herbal medicines can treat, prevent or cure 

any type of cancer. 

• there is a lack of good quality evidence that herbal medicines are safe to use when 

they are being used with conventional cancer treatments. 

How herbal medicines can affect anti-cancer treatment 

Some herbal medicines can be harmful if you take them when you are having anti-cancer 

therapy. For instance, a herbal medicine might: 

• cause side effects and / or cause an allergic reaction. 

• make your anti-cancer therapy not work as well as it should. 

• increase the chance of side effects or cause unexpected side effects from your anti-cancer 

therapy. It can be difficult to determine if the side effect is from the herbal medicine or 

your anti-cancer therapy. 

Always tell your clinical team about any herbal medicines you are taking or planning to 

take, even if you're not sure if it's a herbal medicine. They need to know all the medicines 

you are taking, whether they are prescribed or not. This is so they can give you the best 

possible care. 
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Stopping herbal medicines before surgery and anti-cancer therapy 

If you are taking herbal medicines and have not started your anti-cancer therapy yet, we 

recommend that you: 

• tell your clinical team about the herbal medicines you are taking as soon as 

possible (and before any emergency surgery). 

• stop taking herbal medicines at least 2 weeks before planned surgery. 

• stop taking herbal medicines as soon as anti-cancer therapy is planned. 

• do not take herbal medicines during anti-cancer therapy cycles or on the days 

between cycles. 

About homeopathy remedies 

Most homeopathic remedies are made of plant or mineral extracts that have been diluted 

many times. Unlike herbal medicines, many homeopathic remedies contain little, if any, of 

the original extract. 

However, some homeopathic remedies can be less dilute (12c or 24x, or less) and may 

contain some of the original plant or mineral extract. Because of this, there is a small risk 

that they will interfere with your anti-cancer therapy or give you side effects. 

There is no reliable evidence that homeopathy is an effective treatment for any type of cancer. 

Always tell your clinical team about any homeopathic products you are taking or planning 

to take. They need to know all the medicines and remedies you are taking, whether they 

are prescribed or not. This is so they can give you the best possible care. 

Reporting side effects of herbal medicines 

Let your doctor know immediately if you feel worse or ill while you are taking a herbal medicine. 

You or your doctor can report side effects to herbal or conventional medicines using the 

Yellow Card scheme: https://yellowcard.mhra.gov.uk/. It is important to include as 

much detail as possible when you report, particularly any brand name or 

manufacturer's details.  

Mae'r daflen hon hefyd ar gael yn Gymraeg. This leaflet is also available in Welsh.  

Further support 
 

The links below contain more information about herbal medicines and cancer treatment:  
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Yellow Card 

https://yellowcard.mhra.gov.uk/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/herbal-medicines/
https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/treatment/complementary-alternative-therapies/individual-therapies/herbal-medicine
https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/treatment/complementary-alternative-therapies/individual-therapies/herbal-medicine
https://www.macmillan.org.uk/cancer-information-and-support/treatment/coping-with-treatment/complementary-therapies
https://www.macmillan.org.uk/cancer-information-and-support/treatment/coping-with-treatment/complementary-therapies
https://www.wcrf-uk.org/health-advice-and-support/health-advice-booklets/
https://www.wcrf-uk.org/health-advice-and-support/health-advice-booklets/
https://www.wcrf-uk.org/health-advice-and-support/health-advice-booklets/
https://www.mskcc.org/cancer-care/diagnosis-treatment/symptom-management/integrative-medicine/herbs
https://www.mskcc.org/cancer-care/diagnosis-treatment/symptom-management/integrative-medicine/herbs
https://www.mskcc.org/cancer-care/diagnosis-treatment/symptom-management/integrative-medicine/herbs

