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Abstract 

Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) has a unique set of therapeutic methods for plagues. COVID-19 is a 

severe type of pneumonia caused by a new coronavirus, which manifests in fever, cough, headache, fa-

tigue, difficulty breathing, and other symptoms. TCM has fully displayed its advantages of various ap-

proaches in this epidemic, including herbal decoction, patent herbs, aroma packets, acupuncture, massage, 

etc. These methods have played an essential role in the prevention, treatment, and nursing of COVID-19, 

not only in alleviating the early clinical symptoms of patients but reducing the progression from mild to 

severe symptoms. Thanks to the advantages of treating the pandemic, we should pay more attention to 

TCM modalities. 
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1. Introduction 

The outbreak of the new coronavirus pneumonia, 

firstly in Wuhan, China, followed by successive 

explosions in various global regions, has received 

much attention that the World Health Organiza-

tion named it COVID-19 (Corona Virus Disease-9) 

[1]. COVID-19 is more transmissible and has in-

fected more people than the Middle East Respir-

atory Syndrome (MERS) in 2015 and the Severe 

Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in 2003. 

Fortunately, China has taken the most compre-

hensive, strict, and thorough prevention and 

medical treatment since the outbreak of 

COVID-19. The epidemic is now well-controlled in 

the country, and only sporadic cases are reported. 

Recently, the epidemic has broken out again in 

several countries worldwide and spread rapidly, 

posing a significant challenge to the world's public 

health and safety. By August 2020, more than 20 

million new cases have been diagnosed world-

wide, with a cumulative death toll of more than 

700,000. The number of countries and regions 

affected by the epidemic has reached more than 

200 [2]. 

Currently, It is known that there are no specific 

drugs for COVID-19 in western medicine. Typi-

cally, interferon-alpha, lopinavir/ritonavir, chlo-

roquine phosphate, and abidrol w/o additional 

antiretroviral therapy are used. In severe and crit-

ical cases, symptomatic support therapy such as 

respiratory support, circulatory support, and 

blood purification are given [3]. However, clinical 

efficiency is not significant, or side effects are 

commonly seen [4]. On the contrary, TCM showed 

its advantages in the prevention and care of this 

new coronavirus pneumonia. It has been reported 

that the number of moderate to severe COVID-19 

patients was significantly reduced with TCM 

treatment [5]. For severe and critical patients, it 

can stabilize oxygen saturation and improve 

dyspnea. Studies have confirmed that TCM can 

reduce lung and other tissue damage by sup-

pressing the activation of the body's innate im-

munity, fighting inflammation, and relieving fever 

[6-7]. In this pandemic, the use of TCM in the pre-

vention and combination with conventional medi-

cine can provide a new way to treatment. 

2. Data collection 

From February to July 2020, publications on 

COVID-19 were searched from CNKI, WanFang 

database, and other foreign databases. Also, the 

real-time news about the outbreak of the pan-

demic was gathered from the global news website. 

All information about TCM in COVID-19 was di-

vided into three categories: Chinese herbal de-

coctions, patent herbal medicine, and herbal in-

jections. 

3. Results and Discussion 

3.1 The relationship between plague and 

COVID-19 

According to historical records, from the 7th cen-

tury to the 20th century, more than 700 epidemics 

of plague happened in China, leading to the accu-

mulation of clinical experience in the treatment of 

epidemics. According to TCM's fundamental theo-

ries, COVID-19 can be attributed to epidemic 

disease. It is mainly located in the lungs and 

caused by a damp-toxin. In this epidemic, China 

has set up TCM wards and TCM mobile cabin hos-

pitals. Moreover, TCM has made an irreplaceable 

contribution to the country in preventing and 

treating this epidemic. 
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3.2  Various Chinese herbal medicine forms  

Decoction 

As the primary therapeutic approach in TCM, 

herbal medicine is recommended for the clinical 

treatment of COVID-19 in the seventh trial state 

protocol [3]. Qingfeipaidutang (lung clearing and 

detoxifying decoction) consisted of Ma Xing Shi 

Gan Tang, She Gan Ma Huang Tang, Xiao Chai Hu 

Tang, and Wu Ling San, is recommended to pro-

mote the function of the lungs, relieve cough, 

strengthen the spleen, and alleviate stagnation. If 

a patient is not recovered, another course of 

treatment can be added. The formula can also be 

modified to treat other symptoms or underlying 

diseases of a COVID-19 patient. Withdrawal 

should be made according to the improvement of 

symptoms. Clinical studies have shown that the 

formula has good clinical efficacy in treating 

COVID-19 with significant improvement in in-

flammation parameters, clinical signs, and adverse 

effects[8-10]. In Shanxi and Hebei provinces, the 

total effective reached more than 90%, including 

60% of patients with significant improvement of 

symptoms and imaging manifestations and 30% 

with stabilized symptoms. Therefore, the formula 

effectively prevented the disease's progression 

from mild to severe symptoms [11]. Compared with 

antiviral drugs alone, the combination of the for-

mula and drugs significantly shortened the hospi-

talization period, improved clinical symptoms and 

CT scanning signs [12]. Modern pharmacology 

showed that this formula could play a role in bal-

ancing immunity function and eliminating inflam-

mation by regulating the protein co-expressed 

with angiotensin-converting enzyme 2 (ACE2) and 

a series of signaling pathways [13]. ACE2 is an es-

sential target of SARS-CoV-2 infection, which is 

consistent with the target of SARS-CoV-infected 

organisms, and the sequence of SARS-CoV-2 

shares a high degree of similarity to SARS-CoV 

[14-15]. Furthermore, the formula can exert detoxi-

fication, inhibit inflammation, and induce diuresis 

through the combination of various compounds 

with ACE2, IL-6R, and AQP4, respectively [16]. The 

first five main active ingredients of the formula 

regulate various pathways, including MAPK1, 

MAPK3, MAPK8, MAPK14, IL-6, RELA, STAT1, 

TNF, NF-κB, etc., which inhibit inflammatory re-

sponses, improve immune function, and protect 

neurological function [17]. 

Capsule 

During this epidemic, Lianhuaqingwen capsule 

became the most frequently recommended pa-

tent herbal medicine in Chinese official proto-

cols[18]. This capsule functions to clear warm 

pathogens and toxins, protect the lungs, and re-

duce fever. Clinical applications suggested that it 

significantly reduces clinical symptoms such as 

fever, fatigue, cough, and disease progression 

[19-21]. In a retrospective study, Yao et al. [22] found 

that the average duration of 42 COVID-19 pa-

tients' fever was 1.5 days shorter than those in the 

control group. Ling et al. [23] found that its main 

components had a better binding ability with 

Mpro and ACE2, which might have a therapeutic 

effect on COVID-19. Wang et al. [24] reported that 

the medicine might act on inflammatory cytokines 

and other targets to regulate AGE-RAGE, Kaposi, 

IL-17, IL-19 through its active ingredients.  

Injections 

Compared with the traditional administration 

form, herbal injections function faster and show 

stronger pharmaceutical activity, which can be 

used as emergency medication in Chinese medi-

cine clinics. Chinese herbal injections play a 

prominent role in the treatment of patients with 

severe or critical conditions. In the seventh edi-

tion of the national protocol [3], the recommended 

TCM injections included Xiebijing Injection, Xi-
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yanping Injection, Reducing Injection, Tanreqing 

Injection, Xingnaojing Injection, and so on. As a 

representative injection for severe communi-

ty-acquired pneumonia and sepsis treatment, 

Xiebijing Injection is composed of extracts from 

Hong Huan, Mu Dan Pi, Chuan Xiong, Dan Shen, 

and Dang Gui. They can relieve inflammation and 

inhibit viral replication through multi-component, 

multi-target, and multi-pathway effects. It pro-

moted medicine absorption and improved the 

lung infection for common type COVID-19, with a 

good safety profile [25]. However, the improvement 

of inflammatory parameters and the nucleic acid 

conversion rate was not significant [25]. Xiyanping 

Injection with the anti-inflammatory and antiviral 

effect is commonly used to reduce fever, clean 

toxin, relieve cough, and treat dysentery. Its active 

component andrographis lactone total sulfonate 

can reduce the level of inflammation, improve 

cough, fever, lung rales, and other signs, and delay 

the lung's pathological changes [26]. Reduning In-

jection contains extracts from Qing Hao, Jin Ying 

Hua, and Zhi Zi, which can inhibit CVA16, influen-

za A (H1N1) virus, lung cytomegalovirus, and 

EV71 virus [27]. Tanreqing Injection treats fever, 

cough, sputum, and other clinical symptoms 

caused by phlegm-heat. Besides, it can also be 

used for COVID-19 patients with mild bacterial 

infections [28]. Through molecular docking tech-

nology, Kong et al. [29] found that the core com-

pound of Tanreqing Injection could exert antiviral 

effects by binding to SARS-CoV-23CL hydrolase. 

Thanks to the anti-inflammatory, antioxidant, 

antispasmodic, wakeful-

ness-promoting,immunomodulatory, epatopro-

tective, and neuroprotective effects, Xingnaojing 

Injection can directly deactivate enteroviruses 

and induce the production of interferon [30].   

3.3. Comprehensive TCM measures  

TCM has a long history of practices to prevent and 

treat epidemics. In treating COVID-19, rich ap-

proaches were applied, including moxibustion, 

acupuncture, meridian massage, etc. 

Heat-sensitive moxibustion could alleviate the 

clinical symptoms of COVID-19 [31]. Most patients 

felt comfortable and relaxed and presented with 

less negative emotions, which also played an es-

sential role in guiding their mental care [31]. The 

early stage of COVID-19 is caused by cold and 

dampness in the upper and middle Jiao, which can 

be warmed and removed by moxibustion. There-

fore, it can be regarded as a preventing method 

[32]. Acupuncture can promote the balance of the 

internal environment and accelerate the recovery 

from COVID-19 [33-34]. Acupuncture treatment 

Tianzhu (天柱, BL10), Fengmen (风门穴, BL12), 

Dazhui (大椎, GV14), and Feishu (肺俞, BL13) was 

effective in treating nasal congestion, runny nose, 

chills, back and neck aches and pains, etc. of 

COVIID-19 patients; additionally, meridian mas-

sage can regulate the respiratory, gastrointestine, 

neurology, and endocrine systems and treat emo-

tional disorders [35]. TCM external therapies such 

as cupping, Guasha, and acupoint patching are 

also useful for the management of COVID-19 

during the rehabilitation period and can be se-

lected according to the individual condition [36]. 

4. Conclusion  

With the characteristic of an individualized ther-

apy strategy, long-term efficacy and safety should 

be further standardized and confirmed. Based on 

current studies, TCM has shown a favorable ther-

apeutic effect in the treatment of COVID-19, and 

there are various methods with fewer side effects 

than pharmaceutical medicine. Therefore, besides 

improving the clinical efficacy of TCM, it is also 

necessary to enhance herbal medicine admin-

istration and explore the pharmacological mecha-

nisms in-depth, to provide theoretical support for 

the safe and reasonable use of drugs. 



Chen et al           TCM alleviate the symptoms of COVID-19         Ann Chin Med, 2021(1):000003 

 

Heyttu Academic Journals | https://www.heyttu.com  5 
 

5. Conflicts of interest 

The authors declare that they have no competing 

interests. 

6. Funding Statement 

This project is funded by Qihuang Project 

High-level Talent Team Cultivation Project (NO: 

2018003); Academic Team Building Project of the 

First Affiliated Hospital of Guangxi University of 

Traditional Chinese Medicine (NO. : [2018]146); 

System Project of Guangxi Key Laboratory of 

Basic Research of Traditional Chinese Medicine 

(No. : 17-259-49-01). 

References 

[1] World Health Organization names novel coro-

navirus-infected pneumonia as "Covid-19". http:// 

www.xinhuanet.com/world/2020-02/12/c_1125 

561371.htm. Feb.01, 2020 

[2] Update on the Novel Coronavirus Pneumonia 

Outbreak as of April 26, 24:00. http:// www. 

nhc.gov.cn/xcs/yqfkdt/202004/ff7a70c76282457

4a928fa58e91d8744.shtml, Apr. 26 2020. 

[3] Notice on the Issuance of a Novel Coronavirus 

Pneumonia Treatment Plan (Trial Version 7) 

http://www.nhc.gov.cn/yzygj/s7653p/202003/46 

c9294a7dfe4cef80dc7f5912eb1989.shtml. Mar. 

4, 2020 

[4] Li H, Tan X, Jiang D, Tang R, Hao YM, Zhang YJ, 

et al. Advances in research on coronavirus and its 

therapeutic agents. Chin J Pharm, 2020, 55(1): 

1-22. 

[5] Traditional Chinese medicine plays a role in the 

prevention and treatment of pneumonia caused 

by novel coronavirus infection - Interview with 

Academician Bo-Li Zhang, an expert of the Na-

tional Expert Group on Scientific Research. 

http://www.xinhuanet.com//2020-01/27/c-1125 

505871.html. Jan. 27, 2020 

[6] Li B, Li X, Ren S, Liu ZH. combination of the 

3rd-5th editions of the Treatment Plan for Pneu-

monia with Novel Coronavirus Infection and the 

ancient literature on Chinese medicine for the 

initial treatment of novel coronavirus pneumonia . 

Chin Herbal Med, 2020, 51(4):873-877. 

[7] Liu R, Ge J, Zhong Y, Zheng Q, Sun R. Discus-

sion on the treatment of severe novel coronavirus 

pneumonia in Chinese medicine based on the lit-

erature mining of interventional cytokine storm. 

Chin Herbal Med, 2020, 51(5): 1096-1105. 

[8] Wang R, Yang S, Xie C, Shen Q, Li M, Lei L, et al. 

Treatment of novel coronavirus pneumonia with 

“Qing Fei Pai Du” soup. Chin Pharmacol Clin, 2020, 

36(01):13-18. 

[9] Dong L, Yang X, Zhang L, Li Y, Wang R, Yang S. 

Treatment of novel coronavirus pneumonia by 

combining traditional Chinese and Western medi-

cine with “Qing Fei Pai Du” soup. Pharmacol Clin 

Chin Materia Medica, 2020, 36(02):55-58. 

[10] Zhang Y, Geng L, Chen J, Ma Y, Zheng Q, Guo 

D. A case of heavy case of new coronavirus pneu-

monia cured by “Qing Fei Pai Du” soup combined 

with western medicine. Tianjin Journal of Tradi-

tional Chinese Medicine. 2020, 37(8):861-865. 

[11] Progress in the Screening of Effective For-

mulas in Chinese Medicine. http://bgs.satcm. gov. 

cn/gongzuodongtai/2020-02-06/12866.html. Feb. 

06, 2020 

[12] Li K, An W, Xia F, Chen M, Yang P, Liao Y, et al. 

A retrospective study on the treatment of novel 

coronavirus pneumonia with “Qing Fei Pai Du” 

Soup plus or minus formula and antiviral drugs. 

Chin Herbs, 2020, 51(8):2046-2049.  

[13] Zhao J, Tian S, Yang J, Liu J, Yang WD. Net-

work pharmacological discussion on the mecha-

nism of treatment of novel coronavirus pneumo-



Chen et al           TCM alleviate the symptoms of COVID-19         Ann Chin Med, 2021(1):000003 

 

Heyttu Academic Journals | https://www.heyttu.com  6 
 

nia with “Qing Fei Pai Du” Soup. Chin Herbal Med, 

2020, 51(8):1-7. 

[14] Zhou P, Yang X, Wang X, Hu B, Zhang L, Zhang 

W, et al. A pneumonia outbreak associated with a 

new coronavirus of probable bat origin. Nature, 

2020, 579, 270-273. 

[15] Xu X, Chen P, Wang J, Feng J. Evolution of the 

novel coronavirus from the ongoing Wuhan out-

break and modeling of its spike Protein for risk of 

human transmission. Sci China Life Sci, 2020, 63: 

457-460. 

[16] Jin X, Guan R, Mao J, Wang Y, Wang F, Li C, et 

al. Investigation of the material basis of comput-

er-assisted drug design of “Qing Fei Pai Du” Soup 

for the treatment of novel coronavirus pneumonia 

(COVID-19) with a multi-target system. Chin 

Herbs, 2020, 51(8):1984-1995.  

[17] Xu D, Xu Y, Wang Z, Lv Y, Zhu H, Song T. Study 

on the mechanism of action of “Qing Fei Pai Du” 

soup in the treatment of novel coronavirus pneu-

monia based on network pharmacology. Chin 

Pharmacol and Clin, 2020, 36(01):26-32. 

[18] Pang Z, Jin XY, Pang B, Yang F, Wang H, Liu C, 

et al. Analysis of the rules of prescription and evi-

dence for the prevention and treatment of novel 

coronavirus pneumonia in Chinese medicine. Chin 

J Tradit Chin Med, 2020, 6: 1242-1247.  

 [19] Lv R, Wang W, Li X. Clinical observation of 63 

cases of suspected cases of novel coronavirus 

pneumonia treated with traditional Chinese med-

icine “Lianhua Qingwen”. J Chin Med, 2020, 

61(08):655-659.  

[20] Cheng D, Li Y. Clinical analysis and typical 

case report on the treatment of 54 patients with 

novel coronavirus pneumonia by “Lianhua 

qingwen” granules. World Traditi Chin Med, 2020, 

02:150-154. 

 [21]Cheng D, Wang W, Li Y, Wu X, Zhou B, Song Q. 

51 cases of novel coronavirus pneumonia in pa-

tients treated with traditional Chinese medicine 

“Lianhua Qingwen”: a multicenter retrospective 

study. Tianjin TCM, 2020, 5:509-516. 

[22] Yao K, Liu M, Li X, Huang J,Cai H. Retrospec-

tive clinical analysis of Chinese herbal medicine 

Lianhuaqingwen for the treatment of pneumonia 

with novel coronavirus infection. Chin J Exp Tradit 

Med Form, 2020, 11, 08-12. 

 [23] Ling X, Tao J, Sun X, Yuan B. Exploration of 

the material basis and mechanism of an-

ti-coronavirus activity of Lianhua Qingwen for-

mula based on network pharmacology. Chin 

Herbal Med, 2020, 51(7):1723-1730. 

[24] Wang F, Shen B, He C, Zhao W, Nie S. Net-

work pharmacology study on the clinical efficacy 

and mechanism of Lianhua Qingwen granules on 

novel coronavirus pneumonia. Chin Pharmacol 

Clinl, 2020, 02, 93-101 

[25] Zhang C, Zhang S, Wang W, Jiang X. The clin-

ical efficacy of “Xuebijing” in the treatment of 

novel coronavirus pneumonia. Chin J of Hospital 

Pharma, 2020, 9:964-967. 

[26] Cai N, Li Yu, Zhou G, Xin C, Xie J, Zhou H, et al. 

Theoretical basis and functional characteristics of 

Andrographis lactone preparations against novel 

coronavirus pneumonia. Chin Herb Med, 2020, 

51(5):1159-1166. 

[27] Liu S, Wang L, Zhao Y, Li C, Liang A. Research 

progress on the treatment of respiratory infec-

tious diseases by traditional Chinese medicine 

injection as recommended by the New Treatment 

Protocol for Coronavirus Pneumonia. Chin J Exp 

Tradit Med Form, 2020, 12:(1-13)  

[28] Song J, Zhang Z, Zhao S, Li H, Guo J. Research 

on patent information on a novel chinese herbal 



Chen et al           TCM alleviate the symptoms of COVID-19         Ann Chin Med, 2021(1):000003 

 

Heyttu Academic Journals | https://www.heyttu.com  7 
 

medicine for the prevention and treatment of 

coronavirus pneumonia (COVID-19). Drug Evalu-

at Res, 2020, 43(4): 565-590. 

[29] Kong Y, Wu H, Chen Y, Lai S, Yang Z, Chen J. A 

study on the mechanism of the treatment of novel 

coronavirus pneumonia (COVID-19) by Tanreqing 

injection based on network pharmacology and 

molecular docking. Chin Herbs Med, 2020, 

51(7):1785-1794. 

[30] Li S, Feng X, Bi L, Liu X. Analysis and pharma-

cological research progress on the selection of 

proprietary Chinese medicines for the treatment 

of new coronavirus pneumonia. Chin Herbals Med, 

2020, 3:764-771 

[31] Huang X, Xie D, Qiu Q, Shen Y, Jiao L, Li Q, et 

al. Clinical observations on the treatment of novel 

coronavirus pneumonia with heat sensitive moxi-

bustion. Chin Acupunct Moxibust, 2020, 

6:576-580 

[32] Huang JX. Moxibustion three major acu-

puncture points supplementing yang and treating 

corona virus. Hunan J Tradit Chin Med, 2020, 

36(3):10, 60. 

[33] Pan W. Acupuncture two-way regulation ef-

fect and possible mechanisms[J]. Acupunct Res, 

2019, 44(11): 843-853.  

[34] Zhu B. The biological significance of the 

bi-directional regulatory effect of acupuncture. 

World Tradit ChinMed, 2013, 8(3): 241-244. 

[35] Luo F. Discussion on the application of tradi-

tional Chinese massage in rehabilitation. Elec-

tronic J Cardiovascul Dis Integrat Tradit Chin 

West Med, 2018, 6 (1): 138-139. 

[36] Liu B, Wang H, Zhou Z, Chang X, Zhang W, Liu 

B. Acupuncture and moxibustion for the preven-

tion and treatment of new coronavirus pneumonia: 

theory and clinical practice. Chin Acupunct Moxi-

bust, 2020, 6:571-575.  

 


