Drug Discoveries & Therapeutics. 2020, 14(3):149-150. 149

Letter

DOI: 10.5582/ddt.2020.03054

Traditional Chinese medicine to treat COVID-19: the importance

of evidence-based research

Jinjing Wang, Fanghua Qi*

Department of Traditional Chinese Medicine, Shandong Provincial Hospital Affiliated to Shandong First Medical University, Ji'nan, Shandong, China.

SUMMARY

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) broke out in 2019 and spread rapidly around the world,

causing a global pandemic. Traditional Chinese medicine has a history of more than 2,000 years in
the prevention and treatment of epidemics and plagues. In guidelines on fighting COVID-19, the
National Health Commission (NHC) has recommended some traditional Chinese medicines (TCM),
including Jinhua Qinggan granules, Lianhua Qingwen capsules, XueBijing injections, a Qingfei
Paidu decoction, a Huashi Baidu decoction, and a Xuanfei Baidu decoction. Based on current
results, TCM has displayed some efficacy in combating COVID-19. However, TCM faces many
challenges in terms of being recognized around the world. Therefore, evidence-based research is

crucial to the development of TCM.
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Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) broke out in
2019 and spread rapidly around the world, causing
a global pandemic. As of June 30, 2020, more than
10 million confirmed cases of COVID-19 have been
documented globally. Unfortunately, there is still no
specific vaccine or drug approved for the treatment of
COVID-19 (7). Traditional Chinese medicine (TCM)
has a history of more than 2,000 years in the prevention
and treatment of epidemics and plagues. In light of its
experience treating SARS and HIN1 influenza, the
National Health Commission (NHC) has recommended
TCM as a strategy for COVID-19 treatment.

As of March 4, 2020, the NHC has issued 7
versions of its guidelines for diagnosis and treatment
of COVID-19. TCM to prevent and control COVID-19
has been included since the 3rd version. Based on the
current results, TCM has displayed some efficacy in
combating COVID-19 (2). The public is well aware of
the clinical efficacy and safety of TCM for treatment of
COVID-19, and numerous studies in that respect have
been conducted. As of June 20, 2020, more than 1,000
articles are available on PubMed when searching with
the keywords "COVID-19" and "Chinese medicine",
and about 150 clinical trials on TCM for treatment
of COVID-19 (20.0% of the total trials) have been
registered on the Chinese Clinical Trial Registry (3).

According to data presented by the National
Administration of Traditional Chinese Medicine on
March 23, 2020, 74,187 patients diagnosed with
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COVID-19 (accounting for 91.5% of the sample) have
used TCM in China, and the total efficacy of TCM is
as high as 90% based on observations (4). Moreover,
"three patented Chinese medicines and three TCM
prescriptions" have proven to be efficacious in treating
COVID-19. The three patented Chinese medicines are
Jinhua Qinggan granules, Lianhua Qingwen capsules,
and XueBijing injections, and the the three TCM
prescriptions are a Qingfei Paidu decoction, a Huashi
Baidu decoction, and a Xuanfei Baidu decoction (5).
Jinhua Qinggan granules have been found to have
equivalent efficacy to that of oseltamivir in combating
HINI influenza (6). Patients with COVID-19 taking
Jinhua Qinggan granules recovered faster than patients
who did not take the granules, testing negative for
coronavirus more than two days sooner (7). Therapeutic
efficacy was significantly higher in patients with
COVID-19 taking Lianhua Qingwen capsules (n =
147) and Arbidol (umifenovir) (n =148) than that in
patients taking Arbidol alone (80.95% vs. 64.86%, p
= 0.002), and the conversion rate to severe disease in
patients taking the capsules was significantly lower
than that in patients taking Arbidol alone (14.29% vs.
23.65%, p = 0.040) (8). A Qingfei Paidu decoction
has also displayed noteworthy efficacy in treating
COVID-19. Two hundred and fourteen patients
with confirmed COVID-19 in four provinces took 3
courses of the decoction (9). More than 60% of those
patients displayed obvious improvement in symptoms
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and computed tomography (CT) findings, and the
remaining 30% were in stable condition without disease
progression.

Although TCM has played an important role in
fighting COVID-19 in China, it faces many challenges
in terms of being recognized around the world. For
example, the journal "Nature" not long ago published
an article on its website questioning traditional Chinese
medicine; David Cyranoski thought it was dangerous
to support therapies that have yet to be proven safe and
efficacious (/0). Therefore, quality clinical trials and
basic research must be conducted in order to advance
TCM.

In comparison to the process of treatments being
developed "from the laboratory to the clinic" in
Western medicine, TCM has first found to be effective
in its long history of clinical use, following an
opposite process "from the clinic to the laboratory".
The gradual development of TCM is based on
the constant accumulation and summarization of
experience in clinical practice. With the development
of evidence-based medicine, the rapid transition of
and transformation from experience-based medicine to
evidence-based medicine have become crucial to the
development of TCM. Therefore, a series of prospective
cohort studies or randomized controlled trials (RCTs)
should be conducted to evaluate the efficacy of TCMs,
yielding reliable evidence for use of TCM to prevent
or treat COVID-19 or similar emerging respiratory
infectious diseases in the future (/7). Moreover, well-
designed in vitro cell experiments and in vivo animal
studies need to be conducted and multiple modern
technologies, including molecular biology, proteomics,
metabolomics, genomics, and network pharmacology,
should be used to confirm the ingredients, targets, and
mechanisms of TCM (/2). In addition, researchers
should look into the safety of TCM (/3).

In conclusion, more solid scientific grounds are
needed if TCM is to play a bigger role on the world
stage, and TCM still has a long way to go. With hope,
further research will study the standardization, evaluate
the safety, and explore the mechanism of action of TCM
in the treatment of COVID-19 and other diseases. TCM
and Western medicine should be able to complement
one another and improve health worldwide.
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