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Natural Health Products and Cancer Therapy

Complementary and alternative medical therapies can include natural health products, specialized
diets, acupuncture, massage, exercises, psychological and mind-body therapies. Cancer Therapy
generally refers to chemotherapy, radiation treatment and surgery.

This information sheet only addresses natural health products. Other complementary or
alternative therapies should be discussed further with your doctor.

What are natural health products?
Natural health products are vitamins, minerals, herbs and other supplements that you take on a
regular basis as a natural medicine. They are sometimes taken in higher amounts than can be
obtained through your diet. In general, natural health products are thought to be safe and non-
toxic if taken as directed on the label.

Are there natural health products that | can take during treatment?

- Aregular strength multiple vitamin and mineral supplement is acceptable. Select a brand that
is specific to your age group. The supplement should contain small doses of a wide variety of
nutrients (high doses are not recommended).

It is recommended that other natural health products not be used for one month following the
completion of your treatment and where possible, for one month prior to starting treatment.

Why should | avoid taking natural health products during treatment?

Chemotherapy drugs and radiation therapy attack cancer cells in a variety of complex ways.
Cancer therapies are developed to maximize damage to the cancer cells while minimizing damage
to the healthy cells. Natural health products could change this and prevent your treatment from
achieving the desired effect, increase side effects of your treatment or interact with your therapy in
a way that your doctor cannot predict.

Your doctor needs scientific proof to be sure that it is safe for you to take these products during
cancer treatment. At present, these studies are not generally available and the safety or benefit of
taking natural health products during cancer treatment is unknown.

However, taking natural health products is a personal choice and if you do decide to take these
products with your cancer treatment, it is important you inform your doctor, pharmacist and
nurse.

Please contact your doctor, pharmacist, nurse or dietitian if further discussion is needed.
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