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ABSTRACT 

Cancer poses a significant health burden in Eastern Nigeria, where limited access to conventional oncology services 
drives many patients to seek alternative therapies rooted in spiritual healing and herbal medicine. This review 
explores the cultural, religious, and socio-economic factors influencing the widespread use of these traditional 
practices in cancer management within Eastern Nigerian communities. It documents common herbal remedies and 
spiritual interventions, examines their perceived efficacy, and highlights associated safety concerns, including 
delayed biomedical treatment and potential adverse interactions. The role of traditional and spiritual healers as 
trusted health providers is analyzed alongside the challenges and opportunities of integrating indigenous therapies 
with modern oncology care. Policy and research recommendations emphasize the need for rigorous scientific 
evaluation, regulatory oversight, community engagement, and capacity building to ensure culturally sensitive, safe, 
and effective cancer care. By bridging indigenous knowledge and evidence-based medicine, this integrative approach 
aims to improve patient outcomes and foster holistic healthcare delivery in resource-limited settings. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Cancer is one of the leading causes of morbidity and mortality worldwide, and its impact is particularly profound in 
low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) such as Nigeria [1]. According to the World Health Organization 
(WHO), over 70% of cancer-related deaths occur in LMICs due to factors such as late-stage diagnosis, limited 
healthcare infrastructure, and inadequate access to conventional treatment modalities like chemotherapy, 
radiotherapy, and surgery [2]. In Nigeria, cancer patients face a multitude of challenges including high treatment 
costs, inadequate oncology specialists, poor diagnostic facilities, and limited availability of palliative care services. 
As a result, many individuals seek alternatives that are more accessible, culturally congruent, and perceived to be 
less invasive, chief among them being spiritual healing and herbal remedies [3]. 
In Eastern Nigeria, alternative cancer therapies rooted in traditional medicine and spiritual belief systems are 
commonly practiced and deeply embedded within the socio-cultural fabric of local communities. These therapies are 
often the first line of treatment or are used concurrently with orthodox medicine [4]. The use of herbal concoctions, 
prayer houses, anointing oils, fasting, and spiritual consultations with diviners or traditional healers reflects a 
holistic approach to disease that integrates physical, spiritual, and emotional dimensions. For many, disease is not 
merely a biological malfunction but a manifestation of spiritual or ancestral imbalance, necessitating a remedy that 
addresses more than just the body [5]. 
The reliance on spiritual and herbal interventions for cancer treatment is not a new phenomenon in African societies. 
Historically, indigenous knowledge systems have provided explanations for disease and healing, often predating 
Western medical frameworks. In Eastern Nigeria, communities maintain a rich tradition of herbal medicine passed 
down through generations [6]. These remedies, derived from local flora, are believed to possess curative properties 
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and are used for various ailments, including cancer. Similarly, spiritual healing often practiced within Christian, 
traditional African religious, or syncretic frameworks plays a central role in health-seeking behavior [7]. 
While these alternative therapies are culturally resonant and widely accepted, questions persist about their safety, 
efficacy, and compatibility with modern medical practices. There is also a paucity of scientific evaluation of many of 
these treatments, which can lead to risks including delayed medical treatment, harmful drug interactions, and 
adverse health outcomes [8]. Despite this, the persistent use of these therapies highlights an urgent need to better 
understand the socio-cultural, economic, and psychological motivations behind their use. 
There is also a growing body of literature advocating for a more integrative approach to healthcare—one that 
recognizes and respects indigenous practices while ensuring safety and evidence-based care. This study seeks to 
contribute to this dialogue by examining the phenomenon of spiritual healing and herbal remedies in cancer 
treatment within Eastern Nigerian communities [9]. 
The growing burden of cancer in Eastern Nigeria is compounded by a complex healthcare environment where access 
to modern oncology services is limited, and alternative treatment practices are widespread yet poorly understood. 
While spiritual healing and herbal remedies are integral to the local healthcare landscape, their unregulated and 
undocumented nature raises significant public health concerns [10]. Cancer patients may delay or entirely forgo 
conventional treatment, leading to worsened outcomes. Additionally, the lack of collaboration and mutual 
understanding between biomedical professionals and traditional/spiritual healers has resulted in fragmented care 
and mistrust. 
Despite their prevalence, alternative cancer therapies are often marginalized in mainstream research and policy 
discussions, creating a gap in knowledge that undermines efforts to develop effective, culturally appropriate 
healthcare interventions [11]. Without a comprehensive understanding of why patients choose these paths, the 
implications of such choices, and the outcomes associated with them, public health planning and patient-centered 
care remain inadequate. This study addresses the pressing need to explore the cultural foundations, health 
implications, and potential for integration of spiritual healing and herbal remedies into a broader, more inclusive 
cancer care model. This study aims to explore and understand the use of spiritual healing and herbal remedies as 
alternative cancer therapies in Eastern Nigerian communities. Specifically, it seeks to document the types of spiritual 
and herbal treatments used, investigate the cultural, religious, and socio-economic factors influencing patients’ 
preference for these alternatives, assess their perceived effectiveness and associated health outcomes, and identify 
both the risks and benefits of their use. Furthermore, the study explores potential avenues for collaboration between 
traditional healers and biomedical practitioners in cancer care. To achieve these objectives, the research will address 
questions regarding commonly used remedies, motivations behind their use, perceived effectiveness, associated risks, 
and strategies for integrating traditional practices into formal healthcare systems. The significance of this study lies 
in its contribution to understanding health-seeking behaviors in the socio-cultural context of low- and middle-
income countries (LMICs), particularly in Eastern Nigeria where access to conventional healthcare is often limited. 
The findings will aid healthcare providers and policymakers in designing culturally sensitive, patient-centered 
interventions that respect traditional values while promoting safe, evidence-based care. By examining patient 
motivations and beliefs, the study can inform educational programs and regulatory policies aimed at ensuring the 
safe use of traditional remedies. Additionally, it supports the global effort to document and validate ethnomedicine, 
potentially integrating beneficial aspects of indigenous knowledge into mainstream healthcare. The study also 
encourages interdisciplinary dialogue between biomedical and spiritual/traditional healers, which may foster more 
holistic and coordinated cancer care. Importantly, the research addresses the needs of cancer patients and their 
families, who often navigate between traditional and modern medical systems. Providing them with accurate, 
culturally relevant information can improve decision-making, enhance treatment adherence, and ultimately improve 
survival and quality of life outcomes for those affected by cancer. 

Cultural Context of Cancer Perception in Eastern Nigeria 
In Eastern Nigeria, cultural beliefs deeply influence perceptions and responses to cancer. Many communities view 
cancer not as a biomedical condition but as a result of supernatural forces such as curses, ancestral punishment, 
witchcraft, or spiritual imbalance [12]. These interpretations significantly shape health-seeking behaviors, often 
leading individuals to prioritize consultations with traditional healers or spiritualists over medical professionals. 
Religion and spirituality play a central role in cancer perception and management in the region. Christianity 
particularly Pentecostalism and traditional belief systems coexist, with spiritual leaders frequently asserting divine 
healing powers. Faith-based interventions, including prayer, fasting, laying on of hands, and anointing with oil, are 
widely practiced. These religious rituals are seen by many as effective pathways to healing, with some patients 
reporting relief or recovery and attributing these outcomes to spiritual deliverance rather than hospital-based 
treatments. Consequently, this strong spiritual orientation can delay or even deter biomedical treatment, 
underscoring the need for culturally sensitive cancer education and integration of faith-based approaches into public 
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health strategies [13]. Understanding these beliefs is essential for improving early diagnosis, patient compliance, 
and outcomes in cancer care across Eastern Nigeria. 

Herbal Remedies Used in Cancer Treatment 
In Eastern Nigeria, traditional herbal medicine plays a significant role in the supportive management of cancer and 
its associated symptoms. Herbalists in the region frequently use a variety of indigenous plants believed to possess 
therapeutic properties that aid in combating cancer or strengthening the immune system [14]. Commonly utilized 
plants include Carica papaya (pawpaw leaves), Annona muricata (soursop), Morinda lucida, Vernonia amygdalina (bitter 
leaf), and Olax subscorpioidea. These medicinal herbs are typically prepared and administered in diverse forms such 
as teas, decoctions, tinctures, or topical poultices, though the absence of standardized dosages and administration 
protocols is a notable concern. Traditional practitioners claim that these herbs exert various anticancer effects 
through mechanisms like immune modulation, detoxification, anti-inflammatory activity, and direct cytotoxicity 
against abnormal cells. For instance, soursop is reputed for containing acetogenins bioactive compounds believed to 
inhibit cancer cell growth [15]. However, while preclinical studies have identified some promising phytochemicals 
in these plants, rigorous scientific validation through controlled clinical trials remains limited. Consequently, most 
claims regarding their efficacy remain anecdotal, and integration into mainstream oncology care is hindered by the 
lack of empirical data. Nonetheless, the continued use of these herbs underscores the need for further ethnobotanical 
and pharmacological research to evaluate their safety and therapeutic potential in cancer treatment [16]. 

Efficacy and Safety Concerns 
There is growing interest in the use of herbal remedies among cancer patients, with many individuals reporting 
anecdotal benefits such as symptom relief, improved well-being, or even tumor regression. However, these claims 
often lack scientific validation. Rigorous clinical trials examining the efficacy and safety of these herbal preparations 
are limited, and there is a significant gap in data regarding their pharmacokinetics, active constituents, mechanisms 
of action, and potential herb-drug interactions [17]. This lack of standardized evidence raises serious concerns. The 
use of unregulated herbal mixtures carries numerous risks, including delayed diagnosis or initiation of proven 
medical treatments, toxic reactions due to unknown or unmeasured compounds, and adverse interactions with 
conventional therapies such as chemotherapy or radiotherapy. In some cases, patients may develop a false sense of 
hope that leads them to abandon effective treatment regimens. Despite these concerns, it is common for patients to 
use herbal remedies alongside hospital-based care, often without informing their healthcare providers. This non-
disclosure can further compromise patient safety and clinical outcomes. Therefore, there is an urgent need for 
systematic research, better regulation, and improved communication between patients and healthcare professionals 
regarding the use of herbal medicines in cancer management [18]. 

The Role of Traditional and Spiritual Healers 
Traditional and spiritual healers play a significant role in many African communities, often serving as the first point 
of contact for individuals seeking health care. Their accessibility, deep community roots, and culturally resonant 
practices foster strong trust among local populations. Unlike conventional biomedical practitioners, traditional 
healers offer more than just physical remedies; they provide emotional and spiritual support, cultural affirmation, 
and a sense of belonging that aligns with patients’ beliefs and values [19]. Many people turn to these healers not 
only because of limited access to formal healthcare services but also because they feel understood within their 
cultural framework. The diagnostic and therapeutic methods employed by traditional and spiritual healers are deeply 
embedded in indigenous knowledge systems. Diagnosis may be based on spiritual insight, divination practices, or 
interpretation of symptoms rather than clinical tests. Treatment often combines herbal medicine with spiritual 
interventions such as rituals, incantations, and spiritual counseling. These practices aim to address both the physical 
and metaphysical causes of illness, reflecting a holistic view of health and disease. Despite skepticism from the 
biomedical community, traditional and spiritual healers continue to be influential figures in health care, especially in 
rural and underserved areas, where their contributions complement or substitute formal medical services [20]. 

Integration Challenges and Synergies 
The integration of traditional and modern medicine presents both significant challenges and promising 
opportunities, particularly in the realm of oncology. One of the primary barriers is the deep-seated mistrust between 
traditional healers and biomedical practitioners. Conventional healthcare providers often regard traditional 
therapies as unscientific, lacking rigorous evidence and standardization [21]. Conversely, traditional practitioners 
may view modern medicine as culturally insensitive, dismissive of indigenous knowledge, and overly driven by profit 
motives. These conflicting perspectives create a polarized healthcare landscape that hinders collaboration. However, 
there is growing recognition of the potential for integrative oncology an approach that combines evidence-based 
traditional remedies with modern cancer treatments to offer more holistic, patient-centered care. Realizing this 
potential requires a multifaceted strategy. Rigorous phytochemical research and clinical trials are essential to 
validate the safety and efficacy of herbal treatments. Developing regulatory frameworks can ensure quality control 
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and patient safety. Cross-disciplinary training programs can equip healthcare workers with the knowledge and skills 
to understand both paradigms, while fostering mutual respect and open communication [22]. If approached 
thoughtfully, integration could lead to improved treatment adherence, reduced reliance on potentially harmful 
practices, and enhanced trust in healthcare systems ultimately benefiting patients by offering culturally appropriate 
and scientifically sound treatment options. 

Policy and Research Recommendations 
To address the growing integration of traditional medicine in cancer care, a comprehensive approach involving 
policy and research interventions is essential. Ethnobotanical and pharmacological studies should be prioritized to 
evaluate the efficacy, safety, and therapeutic potential of commonly used herbal remedies [23]. These studies will 
provide a scientific basis for integrating traditional herbs into mainstream healthcare. Public health campaigns are 
equally crucial to raise awareness about the importance of early cancer detection and to counteract harmful myths 
and misconceptions surrounding cancer and its treatment. Additionally, capacity building initiatives for traditional 
healers should be implemented to enhance their understanding of cancer symptoms and equip them with appropriate 
referral protocols. This will strengthen collaboration between traditional and biomedical health systems. The 
establishment of national or regional herbal medicine databases and implementation of quality control standards 
will ensure the safe use of herbal products and improve regulatory oversight. Furthermore, community-based 
participatory research should be encouraged to explore cultural perspectives on cancer, promote dialogue between 
stakeholders, and build trust between communities and health professionals. Together, these policy and research 
strategies can foster a more inclusive, effective, and culturally sensitive approach to cancer care [24]. 

CONCLUSION 
Spiritual healing and herbal remedies remain deeply ingrained in the cancer treatment landscape of Eastern Nigerian 
communities, reflecting rich cultural, religious, and traditional values. While these alternative therapies offer 
accessible and culturally resonant options for many patients facing barriers to conventional oncology care, their 
unregulated use raises significant concerns about safety, efficacy, and delayed medical intervention. Addressing these 
challenges requires a balanced approach that respects indigenous knowledge while promoting evidence-based 
practices through rigorous scientific research. Strengthening collaboration between traditional healers and 
biomedical practitioners is vital to foster mutual understanding, improve patient outcomes, and integrate culturally 
appropriate interventions into mainstream cancer care. Public health policies should focus on capacity building, 
regulation, and education to ensure safe use of herbal medicines and dispel harmful myths. Community engagement 
and participatory research will further enhance trust and dialogue, enabling health systems to better meet the 
complex needs of cancer patients. Ultimately, embracing an integrative model that combines the strengths of both 
traditional and modern medicine holds promise for more holistic, effective, and patient-centered cancer care in 
Eastern Nigeria. 
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