Ginseng and Flaxseed a Boon for Cancer Patients

There's double good news in the area of cancer treatment. First is that two widely available dietary supplements, ginseng and flaxseed, have been shown in clinical studies to be potentially useful for some people with cancer. Second, these studies serve as further evidence that natural therapies as an adjunct to conventional ones are gaining increasing acceptance by the mainstream medical community. In the ginseng study, investigators found that the herb may help combat fatigue, one of the most common and debilitating side effects of cancer and its treatment. The flaxseed study found that flaxseed might slow the growth of prostate tumors. Here are the details...

EVIDENCE-BASED STUDIES BY MAINSTREAM PHYSICIANS 

The ginseng and flaxseed studies were highlighted at the June 2007 annual meeting of the American Society of Clinical Oncology (ASCO), where the nation's cancer doctors convene to discuss the latest advances in cancer therapy.

I asked Robert F. Ozols, MD, PhD, oncologist and senior VP for the medical science division at Fox Chase Cancer Center in Philadelphia, whether the presentation of complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) studies at a national medical conference indicates their greater acceptance as part of a standard of care for cancer. Noting that many oncologists have long been skeptical about whether CAM treatments have some potential benefit for cancer, he said, "as physicians, we live by the rule that we must have evidence-based results before we can recommend a treatment -- anecdotal results don't really count. The positive results of these studies are very encouraging."

Until recently, few clinical trials have evaluated the effectiveness of CAM treatments for cancer. This may change, however, as more patients seek them out and discuss them with their doctors. I asked medical oncologist Jeremy R. Geffen, MD, if he notices a new trend in this area. Dr. Geffen, the founder of Geffen Visions International in Boulder, Colorado, is a pioneer in combining state-of-the-art conventional cancer treatments with safe and effective CAM therapies. "Up to 80% of all cancer patients use some form of CAM therapy during the course of their illness," he said. "As with most revolutions in medicine, mainstream physicians and medical centers understand and adopt new practices at different rates. It is unequivocally clear, however, that on a national level a fundamental paradigm shift has occurred. The ginseng and flaxseed studies are part of a trend in medicine in general, and oncology in particular, that is continuing to gain momentum. It's now clear that a variety of CAM therapies can indeed be safely and effectively integrated into mainstream care in a way that is meaningful for patients and health-care providers."

GINSENG MAY HELP COMBAT FATIGUE 

While many cancer patients already take the herb ginseng to increase energy and combat fatigue, its effectiveness had never been rigorously tested. Conducted in part by the Mayo Clinic, the ginseng study involved 282 patients with different types of cancers and a history of fatigue, divided into four groups -- one group took 750 mg/day of American ginseng... another group took 1,000 mg/day... and another group 2,000 mg/day. The final group took a placebo. Surveyed about their levels of fatigue throughout the eight-week study period, 25% of those who took 1,000 mg and 27% of those who took 2,000 mg reported that their fatigue levels were "moderately" to "very much" better, compared with only 10% of patients taking only 750 mg of ginseng and 10% of those who took the placebo. 

FLAXSEED MAY SLOW TUMOR GROWTH 

For years flaxseed has been promoted as a dietary supplement with potential anticancer properties. Flaxseed has high quantities of lignan, a substance that binds to the metabolites of the hormones testosterone and estrogen and may block their cancer-promoting effects. In previous studies, lignan slowed the growth of prostate cancer cells grown in laboratories, and flaxseed reduced tumor size in mice with prostate cancer. Conducted by investigators at Duke University Medical Center and the University of Michigan, the flaxseed study involved 161 men with prostate cancer who were scheduled to have surgery to remove their prostate. The men were randomly divided into four groups -- a control group who maintained their usual diets... men who consumed their usual diets but also took 30 grams of flaxseed per day... men who consumed a low-fat diet with less than 20% of their total calories coming from fat... and men who took flaxseed and also restricted their intake of dietary fat. After roughly a month, the men's prostates were removed and the tumors were studied. Cancer cell growth had slowed in the two flaxseed groups compared with the placebo or dietary fat reduction groups. 

Although the ginseng and flaxseed studies show promise for helping cancer patients, researchers stop short of recommending their usage as viable cancer treatments until more studies are conducted. "We need to continue to explore flaxseed and ginseng in further controlled clinical studies," said Dr. Ozols. "As these therapies prove themselves in clinical trials, they will be added to our cancer-fighting armament."

SAFE USE OF CAM TREATMENTS FOR CANCER

As with any therapy, natural or not, CAM treatments may have side effects or harmful interactions with other drugs or supplements. If you are thinking about using CAM therapies for cancer or any other health condition:

Be an informed consumer. Don't use a CAM therapy simply because you've heard it may work. For your health and safety, learn as much as you can about the CAM treatment, including risks, benefits and side effects. Web sites where you can obtain information about the safety and effectiveness of CAM treatments, including scientific studies that may have been conducted, include the National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine (NCCAM) Web site, nccam.nih.gov... the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) Web site, www.fda.gov... and the American Cancer Society's Web site, www.cancer.org. 

Make sure you receive the CAM treatment from a health-care practitioner who has knowledge and experience using it. As I've said in previous articles, "natural" isn't necessarily safe and all treatments should be prescribed by practitioners with experience and expertise in their use. 

Tell your doctor about any and all CAM therapies you use. Providing a complete picture of all therapies, including vitamins and supplements, will help ensure coordinated and safe care. "Many substances used in CAM can have potentially adverse interactions with conventional chemotherapy or radiation," warned Dr. Geffen.

Put together the best team to help you fight your cancer. Any CAM practitioner to whom you go for treatment should work with your oncologist. Also, naturopathic physicians have extensive training and a wealth of knowledge about natural solutions to medical problems, but they are not formally trained to treat cancer. If you aren't already under the care of a naturopath, you might consider adding one to your team who can work closely with your oncologist in order to be sure you are doing everything you can to feel your best and beat your cancer. 

Discuss CAM therapies with your doctor before making decisions about treatment or care. Be advised, however, that your doctor may not know anything about these treatments -- and their particular risks or benefits. "Oncologists may not have clear answers to all of a patient's questions -- sometimes the science just isn't there yet," said Dr. Geffen. "It's a real conundrum at times because we often don't have the information we need to make good recommendations -- yet many people want to take a wide variety of substances despite the potential risks. That's why more research is so important, and why these studies reported at the ASCO conference are so meaningful."
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