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Learning Objectives

• Describe About Herbs website as a resource for herbs and supplements 

use in oncology setting

• Discuss how Herbal Oncology Program (HOP) was developed at 

Memorial Sloan Kettering Cancer Center

• Review how HOP was implemented and evaluated 

• Explore future directions for TCM use in oncology settings



Herbs & Supplements

Prevalence of use 

among cancer patients

60% of cancer patients may take 
≥2 dietary supplements daily https://www.mskcc.org/aboutherbs

AKA aboutherbs.com



Herbs & Supplements

How patients 

self-inform

• Internet-based searches, along with 

family and friend recommendations 

• General belief that natural products are safe

• But clinical information is quite limited

• And may not include potential herb – drug 

interactions (HDIs)

• Nor consider the unique and changing 

needs of cancer patients before, during, and 

after treatment



General Guidelines 

Think

SĀF-TI first

Standardization Most herbal products are not standardized, 

so impossible to compare potency 

Absorption Herbal constituents that are not absorbed 

have no benefits

Function What are perceived benefits and how well 

have they been studied

Toxicity Some products may be contaminated with 

heavy metals, microbes, or unknown substances

Interactions HDIs may be underreported and/or not 

adequately studied



Herbs & Supplements

About Herbs 
Website

Free and evidence-based

For clinicians, patients, and caregivers

With evidence especially relevant to 

cancer patients

And notes 

clinical relevance 

of potential HDIs



AH Speaks 
to target 
audiences

To meet the 

specific needs of 

cancer patients 

and healthcare 

professionals

Internal to MSK

Links to PubMed Refs

To new, simplified 

patient format

Transitioning from 

old format



AH Speaks 
to target 
audiences

Citations link 

to PubMed abstracts in 

the Reference list

Healthcare Professionals



Making use of 

About Herbs

Quick Start

• Get familiar with 

popular herbs

• Get familiar with our 

latest TCM entries

• Use the Alphabet 

Directory and search 

bar to locate other 

herbs

Reishi

Graviola Turmeric

Popular 

Herbs

Chaga

Green tea
Ashwagandha

Hou YN, Deng G, Mao JJ. Practical Application of "About Herbs" Website: Herbs and Dietary Supplement Use in Oncology 
Settings. Cancer J. 2019 Sep/Oct;25(5):357-366. doi: 10.1097/PPO.0000000000000403. PMID: 31567464; PMCID: PMC6777855.

https://www.mskcc.org/cancer-care/diagnosis-treatment/symptom-management/integrative-medicine/herbs/search?letter=A
https://www.mskcc.org/cancer-care/integrative-medicine/herbs/xiao-yao-san
https://www.mskcc.org/cancer-care/integrative-medicine/herbs/mazirenwan


Examples of herb and supplement uses
But evidence is often limited or lacking

Appetite Cognition Fatigue

Immune

function

Menopause 

symptoms Nausea Pain Sleep

Stress/

Anxiety

Weight

loss

Cannabis

Ginger

Shi Quan 

Da Bu Tang

Carnitine

Ginkgo

Ginseng

Gotu Kola

Rhodiola

Astragalus

Carnitine

CoQ10

Ginseng

Mate

Reishi

Rhodiola

Astragalus

Chaga 

Coriolus

Ginseng

Lentinan

Maitake

Reishi

Shiitake

Turmeric

Vitamin C

Black Cohosh

Chasteberry

Dong Quai

Flaxseed

Maca

Pollen Extract

Red Clover

Soy

Wild Yam

XYS

Astragalus

Cannabis

Ginger 

Peppermint

Arnica

Bromelain

Cannabis

Capsaicin

Devil's Claw

Glucosamine

Turmeric

Vitamin B6

Willow Bark

Yunnan Baiyao

Cannabis

Chamomile

Hops

Kava

Lavender

Lemongrass

L-Theanine

Melatonin 

Passionflower

Valerian

5-HTP

Ashwagandha

Cannabis

Chamomile

Kava

Lavender

Lemongrass

Passionflower

St John’s Wort

XYS

5-HTP

Garcinia

Green tea

Mate

Maitake

Taurine

Ginseng
Flaxseed

Astragalus
Gingko

Rhodiola

Dong 
quai

Maca
Maitake

St John’s 

wort



Major categories of

Unintended or unwanted 

effects include 

• Loss of drug efficacy

• Increased toxicities



Botanicals with known HDIs and SEs

HDIs

Liver

toxicities

Immuno-

modulating

Hormonal

activity Antioxidant

Photo-

sensitizing

Bleeding

risk

High in 

oxalates

Berberine

Cannabis

Isatis

Kava

Oleandrin

Red yeast rice

Reishi

St John’s wort

Black cohosh

Chaparral

Comfrey

Garcinia

Kava

Noni

Vitamin A

Astragalus

Chaga

Coriolus

Echinacea

Reishi

Astragalus

Dong quai 

Ginseng

Lavender

Red clover 

Soy 

Acai

Astragalus

Garlic

Grape seed 

extract

Graviola

NAC

Pomegranate

Vitamin C

Vitamin E 

St. John’s wort

Limes 

Dong quai

Feverfew 

Garlic 

Ginger

Ginkgo 

Cranberry

Chaga

Dandelion

Rhubarb

Sheep sorrel

Vitamin C

Astragalus

St John’s 

wort

Red yeast rice

Soy

Gingko

Vitamin C

Graviola



Ma Zi Ren Wan (Hemp Seed Pill) 

Calculation for HDI safety with MZRW

Taxol: Strong substrate 

of CYP3A4, CYP2C8 

CBD MW 314.464 g/mol

Bottomline: 

CBD 50 mg PO daily 

▪ Will not interfere with 

Taxol via CYP3A4 

▪ Will not interfere with 

CYP2C8

In vitro, S Yamaori - 2011:

▪ IC50 of CBD on CYP3A4 (competitive inhibition Ki=1) is 11.7uM

▪ 11.7umol/L x 314.464 ug/umol = 3679 ug/L➔ 3679 ng/mL.

▪ Not achievable at 50mg every morning/patient reported dosing

In humans:

▪ Systematic review (2018) Dose of 800mg oral CBD in a study 

involving 8 male and female cannabis smokers, reported a mean 

Cmax of 77.9 ng/mL and mean Tmax of 3.0 h (Haney et al., 2016)

▪ A Phase 1 RCT (2018) showed Cmax was 541.2 ng/mL and 

AUC τ was 3236 ng·h/mL after 1500 mg CBD twice daily

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21356216
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphar.2018.01365/full
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/30374683


35 million+
Internet Hits*

12 million+
Unique Visitors*  

195
Countries

332,954
App Downloads*

*Since inception

AH Stats

80,000
Monthly HCP 
Subscribers  14,416

Annual E-News Subscribers

292
Monographs

Engagement rate: 

7.8%



What are our visitors searching?

About Herbs
Drives Traffic
to mskcc.org

10 11 12
14 13

11

10 9 8
6 7

9

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

TOP 20 SEARCH TERMS ON MSK MAIN PAGE

AboutHerbs MSKCC



About Herbs
2023 Updates

10k oncology professionals 
and pharmacists

Fall 2023 Issue, pg 11-13

https://www.ncoda.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/OncolyticsTodayFall23OnlineFINAL-1.pdf


Research

Clinical education    

Evidence-informed practice

To advance the research

and education of safe and

appropriate use of herbs

to improve the health and

wellbeing of individuals

impacted by cancer

…
        …



MSK Herbal 

Dispensary

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36680628/

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36680628/


Interrelated care gaps illustrate critical needs

Correa-Velez et al. J Palliat Med  2005; 8: 953–61; Evans et al. BMC Complement Altern Med  2007; 7: 25

Ge et al. Int J Radiat Oncol Biol Phys  2013; 85: e1–6; Gupta et al. Support Care Cancer  2005; 13: 912–9



To develop, implement and evaluate a novel program facilitating 

patient-provider communication about, and appropriate use of, herbal 

medicine at a large academic cancer center



Herbal formulary and dispensary process 

EMR, electronic medical record; IT, Information Technology department; P&T, MSK Pharmaceutical & Therapeutics

Inventory

Training

Software
integration

Rigorous QA

Suppliers 
identified

Formulary 
approved by 

MSK P&T 
committee 

All herbal products treated as 

prescription drugs

Identical procedures for stocking, 

prescribing and dispensing 

By IMS pharmacist trained in 

both conventional pharmacy 

and TCM herbology 

Certificate of analysis confirming product is 

contaminant- and heavy metal-free OR

independently evaluated for minimum quality standards

IMS pharmacist managed inventory, 

trained MSK pharmacists and worked with 

pharmacists / IT to integrate formulary into 

pharmacy dispensing and EMR systems



• IM providers counseled 

patients 

• Identified unmet 

symptom needs 

•Prescribed TCM herbs 

when indicated

Shared decision-making with patients



Data evaluation and patient survey

Medical record data on all 

participants Feb  2019 – Jan 2022

• Symptoms

• Other concerns that motivated 

patients to seek herbal products

• Types and quantities of 

dispensed TCM products

• Demographics

Brief survey* approved by MSK IRB to 

herbal Rx recipients: May – Aug 2021

• Symptoms or concerns patients hoped 

to address 

• Satisfaction with HOP program and 

products dispensed

• Whether they experienced AEs

• How likely they were to recommend the 

dispensary program 

* Answer options were multiple choice, Yes/No, or 5-point Likert scales: extremely satisfied/likely to extremely dissatisfied/unlikely. 

Distributed via Research Electronic Data Capture (REDCap™) web application

Harris et al. J Biomed Inform 2009; 42: 377–81; Vanderbilt University REDCap (Research Electronic Data Capture) 2018



Program results: Feb 2019 – Jan 2022

851 Outpatients with diverse 
cancers
712 (84%) in active treatment

Age, median 61 y (18–98)

Female 606 (71%)

White 594 (70%)

Insured 498 (59%)



Program results: Feb 2019 – Jan 2022



Survey results: May – Aug 2021



Symptoms participants hoped to address (n = 103)

AEs were few (7%), mild, and 

resolved after product discontinuation 



Evaluation limitations

Project based on methods for program development, implementation, 
and evaluation in a real-world setting, not a formal research protocol

Survey findings based on a patient sample self-selected for outcome 
evaluation may not represent the entire study population

Only immediate symptom relief with herbal products was evaluated; 
durability not known



• Demonstrates feasibility of 
herbal medicine integration 
in an academic oncology 
setting

• High patient satisfaction

• Limited adverse events

• Elucidates future research 
directions



MSK Herbal 

Dispensary
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Rx Distribution by symptom (Rx = 4304, N = 2714) Dec 2023

Products dispensed: 4304Symptoms %
Turkey Tail Mushroom 1276 Immunomodulation 30%

Tibetree Pain Patch 524 Pain 12%

Ma Zi Ren Wan 371 Constipation 9%

Bao He Wan 252 GI Symptoms 6%

Curcumin 235 Anti-inflammatory 5%

Reishi spore 230 Immunomodulation 5%

Sheng Mai Yin 217 Fatigue 5%

Ginger 189 N/V and GI issue 4%

Xiao Yao San 141 Mood/fatigue 3%

Ban Xia Xie Xin Tang 127 N/V and GERD 3%

Coriolus 115 Immunomodulation 3%

Bu Zhong Yi Qi Tang 74 Fatigue 2%

Shen Ling Bai Zhu San 72 Diarrhea 2%

Suan Zao Ren Tang 58 Sleep 1%

Zhi Bai Di Huang Wan 58 Hot flash 1%

Ashwagandha 50 Adaptogen 1%

Ling Gui Zhu Gan Tang 48 Dizziness 1%

Jia Wei XYS 48 Fatigue 1%

Melatonin 45 Sleep 1%

Yu Ping Feng San 45 Immunomodulation 1%

Dang Gui Bu Xue Tang 37 Blood tonic 1%

Tian Wang Bu Xin Dan 30 Sleep 1%

Top 15
Dispensed

Immunomodulation
39%

GI Symptoms
23%

Pain & Anti-
inflammatory

18%

Fatigue, Sleep, 
Mood
16%

Other
4%



Publications on dispensary products
Liou KT, ... Mao JJ. Pain Med. 2021 Jun 4;22(6):1435-1440. 

Yang M, ... Mao JJ. Phytomedicine. 2021 Feb;82:153459. 

Wang H, ... Mao JJ, Deng G. Integr Cancer Ther. 2022 Jan-Dec;21:15347354221081214. Yang M, ... Mao JJ. Integr Cancer Ther. 2023 Jan-Dec;22:15347354231162080.



About Herbs monographs on dispensary products



Herbal 

Education

Herbal Formulations in Cancer Supportive Care
Pending ACPE Accreditation



MZRW Herbs

Huo Ma Ren 

Hemp seed

Cannabis Fructus

Xing Ren 

Apricot seed

Armeniacae Semen Amarum

Bai Shao

White Peony root
Paeoniae Radix Alba

Zhi Shi 

Unripe Bitter Orange

Aurantii Fructus Immaturus

Da Huang 

Chinse Rhubarb root
Rhei Radix et Rhizoma

Hou Pu

Magnolia bark 

Magnoliae Officinalis Cortex



BHW Herbs

Shan Zha

Chinese Hawthorn fruit

Fructus Crataegi

Mai Ya

Barley sprouts

Fructus Hordei Germinatus

Lian Qiao

Forsythia fruit

Fructus Forsythiae

Shen Qu

Medicated leaven 

Massa Medicata Fermentata

Lai Fu Zi 

Radish seed

Semen Raphani

Chen Pi 
Aged Tangerine peel
Pericarpium Citri Reticulatae

Zhi Ban Xia

Prepared Pinellia Corm

Rhizoma Pinelliae Preparatum

Fu Ling

Poria mushroom

Sclerotum Poriae Cocos



XYS (Jia Wei) Herbs

Chai Hu

Bupleurum root

Bupleuri Radix

Bai Shao

White Peony root
Paeoniae Radix Alba

Fu Ling

Poria mushroom

Sclerotum Poriae Cocos

Zhi Gan Cao

Baked Licorice root

Radix Glycyrrhizae Preparata

Dang Gui

Chinese Angelica root

Radix Angelicae Sinensis

Pao Jiang

Sand-scalded Ginger root

Zingiberis Rhizoma Praeparatum

Bo He

Peppermint leaves

Herba Menthae Haplocalycis

Bai Zhu

Atractylodes root

Atractylodis Macrocephalae Rhizoma

Zhi Zi

Gardenia fruit

Gargeniae Fructus

Mu Dan Pi

Peony root bark

Cortex Moutan



SMY Herbs

Ren Shen 

Asian Ginseng root

Radix Ginseng

Mai Men Dong 

Creeping Lily-Turf root

Radix Ophiopogonis

Wu Wei Zi

Schisandra fruit

Fructus Schisandrae



BXXXT Herbs

Gan Jiang

Dried Ginger root

Rhizoma Zingiberis

Huang Qin

Chinese Skullcap root

Radix Scutellariae

Huang Lian

Goldthread root

Rhizoma Coptidis

Da Zao

Chinese Date fruit

Fructus Jujube

Zhi Ban Xia

Prepared Pinellia corm

Rhizoma Pinelliae Preparatum

Zhi Gan Cao

Baked Licorice root

Radix Glycyrrhizae Preparata

Ren Shen 

Asian Ginseng root

Radix Ginseng



SZRT Herbs

Suan Zao Ren 

Sour Jujube seed 

Semen Zizyphi Spinosae
Fu Ling 

Poria mushroom

Sclerotum Poriae Cocos Chuan Xiong 

Sichuan Lovage root

Rhizoma Ligustici Chuanxiong

Zhi Mu

Anemarrhena root 

Rhizoma Anemarrhenae

Gan Cao 

Licorice root

Radix Glycyrrhizae Preparata



Herbal 

Education

SAR Conference - May 2023



Future directions for TCM use in oncology settings

https://www.fda.gov/about-fda/economic-impact-analyses-fda-regulations/investigational-
new-drug-applications-exemptions-clinical-investigations-evaluate-drug-use-product

https://www.fda.gov/about-fda/economic-impact-analyses-fda-regulations/investigational-new-drug-applications-exemptions-clinical-investigations-evaluate-drug-use-product
https://www.fda.gov/about-fda/economic-impact-analyses-fda-regulations/investigational-new-drug-applications-exemptions-clinical-investigations-evaluate-drug-use-product


aboutherbs@mskcc.org

Thank you

Serving Patients, 

Caregivers, 

and Healthcare 

Professionals 

Since 2002

mailto:aboutherbs@mskcc.org
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