
xercise may help to
prevent some 
cancers

Cancer mostly strikes older adults. When
people have cancer, the genes in their
cells have changed which makes the cells
grow out of control and then tumors
develop.  Why the changes occur remains
an area of intense research. Despite not
fully understanding how cancers develop,
there are things people can do to prevent 
it, at any age.

Many studies show that people who
exercise 3 to 4 hours a week have less
chance of developing colon cancer.
Physical activity may reduce risk because
it speeds up digestion. This means that
substances that can cause cancer move
through the gut more quickly. To cut the
risk of colon cancer, people need to do at
least moderate exercise, such as an aqua 
fit class, or walking briskly.

What about breast cancer? How physical
activity lowers breast cancer risk is likely
very complex but it may result from
changes it causes in the response of
normal breast tissues to female and other
hormones, its impact on overall weight

and its benefit in maintaining a healthy
immune system. Older women can get
the best protection if they have exercised
regularly all of their lives. But exercise
can also help older women who have
never been physically active. Moderate
physical activity can cut the risk for older
women who are just starting an exercise 
program. 
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What you can do: 
• Remind everyone you know that regular 

exercise may help to reduce their risk of colon 
cancer! 

• Remind your daughters, granddaughters, nieces 
and female friends that being physically active 
may help to reduce their risk of breast cancer 
when they are older! 

It is never too late to start exercising. If you are
physically active, you will be less likely to smoke
and more likely to make healthy food choices. An
exercise program will help control your weight and
trim any body fat, which may also help to reduce 
your cancer risk. 

To help prevent cancer, spend at least 30 minutes a
day doing moderate physical activity. Remember to
follow Canada’s Physical Activity Guide for Older
Adults. Consult your doctor before you start any 
exercise program.

Exercise can help you recover from
cancer

People with cancer live longer than a few decades
ago, but cancer treatments can be hard. They can
drain you physically and emotionally. Surgery,
radiation therapy and chemotherapy can also make
it difficult for you to be active. Cancer survivors
often want to know what they can do to cope with
their treatments, recover after treatments, and

reduce the risk of the cancer coming back. In the
past two decades, researchers have started to look at
how exercise might help. There is much more to
learn, but exercise may be a key to recovering from 
cancer.

Research has shown that when people exercise during
cancer treatments, their aerobic fitness, muscular
strength and physical functioning improve. Exercise
can also help them feel less tired. People who find it
hard to exercise during treatments can exercise when
they are in recovery. Exercise can improve your
physical and mental health. It can make it less likely
that your cancer will return and can increase your 
chances of survival. 

Right now, we do not know a lot about the best
exercise program for older cancer survivors. We
recommend that older cancer survivors follow
Canada’s Physical Activity Guide for Older Adults. 
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Health practitioners, leaders and others:  Please post, copy and distribute this article to older adults.
The views expressed in this article are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of Health Canada or ALCOA.
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