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OBJECTIVES: To present a clinical update of natural products for cancer pre-
vention and provide oncology nurses with an evidence-based review of natural
products for patient counseling and education.

DATA SOURCES: Clinical trials published in PubMed.

CONCLUSION: In the past 4 years since the publication of the original review
there have been minimal changes in the conclusions of the published litera-
ture on the use of natural products for cancer prevention. To date, clinical trials
have not demonstrated conclusive benefit of using natural products for cancer
prevention, and current guidelines do not recommend their use. This review
provides an update on published and ongoing trials and can serve as an updated
resource for nurses. Evidence-based natural products databases can help nurses
stay current with the scientific literature and be effective educators and health
coaches for their patients, who can be influenced by marketing of unregu-
lated products.

IMPLICATIONS FOR NURSING PRACTICE: Patients often discuss the use of natural
products with nurses. Nurses have an opportunity to educate and coach pa-
tients in effective preventive lifestyle practices.
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I ndividuals born in the United States today
have a 42% lifetime risk of being diagnosed
with cancer.1 In 2016 1,685,210 new cases
of cancer will be diagnosed in the US and

595,690 people will die from cancer.2 These sta-
tistics have strongly motivated both the health care
community and individuals to identify effective
methods for cancer prevention.

There are three areas of cancer prevention:
primary, secondary and tertiary. The aim of Primary
cancer prevention is to prevent the development
of cancer by reducing an individual’s risk of de-
veloping the disease. This can be achieved by
maintaining a healthy lifestyle, avoiding exposure
to environmental carcinogens, and/or the use of
chemopreventive drugs or prophylactic organ
removal.3 Secondary cancer prevention depends
on prompt diagnosis of cancer through screening
measures to identify precancerous and/or early stage
tumors, which often respond better to treatment
than later stage tumors. Tertiary cancer preven-
tion, or cancer control, reduces the risk of
recurrence, metastases, and second primary
cancers. This article focuses on the use of natural
products by consumers for primary cancer pre-
vention. We present a review and update of the
current clinical trial evidence on the efficacy of
natural products for cancer prevention (including
vitamins, minerals, botanicals, and herbs),
probiotics, and other supplements of interest, par-
ticularly those that have shown some promise.4

The use of natural products by consumers is
common in the US. In 2012 an estimated 18% of
American adults reported use of natural products
beyond multivitamins, which is essentially un-
changed from the estimate of use 5 years earlier
in 2007.5,6 Natural products in oral form continue
to be the most popular complementary method
chosen according to the Center for Disease Control
and Prevention’s National Health Interview Survey
report. Natural products are used for a variety of
reasons, including a belief that conventional med-
icine would not be effective or that it would be more
effective when combined with other methods,5 as
well as improving energy level and general health,
protection against future disease,7 a feeling of control
over treatment, negative relationships with con-
ventional health care providers compared with
complementary and alternative medicine provid-
ers, and high cost of conventional treatment.8 As
this review will demonstrate, the efficacy of these
natural products for cancer prevention has not been
established.

Certain segments of the US population are more
likely to use natural products. For example, adults
who are older, have higher levels of education, and
who have higher incomes are more likely to use
natural products.5 In a population of women at high
risk of developing breast cancer based on having
at least one sister with a breast cancer diagnosis,
there was high use of vitamin/mineral supple-
ments (79%) and botanicals (23%).9 In this
population, overall use was higher than in the US
female population, and non-Hispanic white and
Asian women were the highest users of dietary
supplements.

There is a common perception that natural prod-
ucts are safe because they are “natural,” and often
erroneously leads consumers to assume there are
no risks associated with using natural products. For
example, laetrile is an extract from apricot kernel,
which is natural, but can also be neurotoxic.10 Many
natural products also have contraindications with
medications.11

Because of a growing body of evidence suggest-
ing that some natural products may have
chemopreventive potential and because of poten-
tially low toxicity, there is a growing interest in the
use of natural products as chemopreventive agents.12

It is important to note that the definition of natural
products varies by organization. For example, The
National Center for Complementary and Integra-
tive Health defines natural products as including
a wide variety of products including vitamins, min-
erals, probiotics, and herbal medicines.13 The
National Cancer Institute’s Office for Cancer Com-
plementary and Alternative Medicine refers to
dietary supplements used for chemoprevention
as “nutritional therapeutics,” and includes
nutrients, non-nutrients, and bioactive food
components.7,14

There is observational evidence suggesting that
vitamins, minerals, and foods have potential to
reduce the risk of certain cancers. However, the clin-
ical trial evidence is mixed and does not support
these observations. For many products, very few
or no clinical trials have been conducted to test the
efficacy of natural products as chemopreventive
agents, thus the efficacy of these products has not
been confirmed and should not be recommended.
These are areas where new research is emerging
and nurses should be informed as clinical trials are
completed. The American Institute of Cancer Re-
search, the American Cancer Society, and the
Society for Integrative Oncology provide regular-
ly updated recommendations for cancer prevention.
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