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INTRODUCTION: 

Alternative medicine (AM) is frequently used for diagnosis, treatment and/ or prevention associated 
with medicine. There are several different alternative treatments to be offered for cancer. The most usu-
al are antioxidants, vitamins, mineral supplements or herbal remedies. The use of AM has increased 
steadily over the last years in Tunisia and it has gained medical, economic and sociological importance. 
The aim of our study is to explore the use of alternative medicine in cancer patients. 

METHODS: 

It was a cross-sectional descriptive study. We collected data through a questionnaire about alternative 
therapies. 
Patients completed the questionnaire while they were waiting to be examined their physician or during 
therapy. There were 18 items in total. These included demographic data (age, gender, social status, 
school level), clinical data (site of primary cancer, standard treatments received previously and current 
standard treatment) and questions about alternative treatment (type, duration, effect…). Data were ana-
lyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) programme. 

RESULTS:  

Sixty-two patients participated in the study with a total of 46 female (74,2%) and 16 male patients 
(25,8%). Their mean age was 53,11 years (range 29-73 standard deviation (SD) 10,91). Most patients had 
a superior level school (37,7%) and an urban origin (62,3%). The highest prevalence rate of alternative 
therapy use was in the breast (55,7%) and lung cancer (18%). Thirty-two patients had localized disease 
(51,6%). 
Patients were asked to note who brought for them the alternative therapy they used or they were using. 
The family was the most one who gave the alternative treatment for the patient (43,5%) and incited him 
to consume it. Patients were also asked to note where they had learned about the alternative therapy 
they used or they were using. The internet and social network (Facebook) were the most common 
source of information (66.1%), followed by friends (29%), family (29%) and the other patients who 
used (25,8%). 
Seventeen types of therapies were used. The use of alternative therapies was concomitant to the use of 
medical treatment of cancer in 56,45% of patients. Use of alternative therapies ranged from 1 week to 8 
months. In 32,25% of cases, therapies had been used since the diagnosis and before the beginning of 
medical treatment.  
The median number of categories of therapies used were 2 for each patient (range 1-6). Therapies were 
similar across most patients. Herbs were the most commonly used alternative therapy(67,7%). Most 
used herb was “Alenda” in 53,22%. The most other therapies included “black grain”, “graviola”, linen, 
ginger, turmeric, forever products, Chinese herbs, snake. 
Sixteen patients (34.7%) reported side-effects from the alternative therapy they had used. These side-
effects included nausea (11,3%), diarrhoea (4,8%) and disruption of liver function (9,7%). The use of al-
ternative therapies has led to a delay in therapeutic management in 9 patients (14,5%).  
Patients were asked to note if they were very convinced of the use of alternative therapy. The majority 
(n=44.71%) reported that they did not believe in alternative therapy. There were only 11 patients 
(17,74%) who informed the oncologist about the alternative therapy they received. 

Conclusion: 

The use of alternative treatment in cancer patients is very frequent. The oncologist have to explore the 
use of alternative therapies with their patients and educate them about limited available evidence of ef-
fectiveness of these therapies  
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