
RX: CANCER PREVENTION, TREATMENT  - Exercise gains strength 

by Stacy Lytwyn Maxwell  

http://www.cattalespress.com  

A new movement is stirring in the treatment of cancer 
that makes people stand up and take notice — especially 
stand up — because the movement is all about moving. 
The national guidelines presented at the 2010 annual 
meeting of the American Society of Clinical Oncology 
prescribe regular exercise to aid in the prognosis and 
recovery of a cancer patient. They reverse years of 
mainstream medical practice that curtailed physical 
activity for survivors.  

"In the last 20 years, the medical community has known 
that physical activity could decrease the risk of certain 
cancers. It’s only been in the last five years that research 
has examined the role of physical activity after the 
diagnosis of cancer," explains Melinda L. Irwin, PhD, MPH, 
associate professor of epidemiology and public health, 
Yale School of Medicine.  

The results are impressive. Preliminary studies, for instance, illustrate how regular exercise 
decreases the level of certain proteins or hormones that are strongly linked to cancer. For 
example, blood insulin, a protein that acts like a hormone when elevated, correlates to the 
growth and spread of cancer.  

In fact, Dr. Irwin says, when speaking of breast-cancer survivors, "Women with higher (insulin) 
levels have two- to three-fold increases of reoccurrence or death compared to women with 
lower levels."  

"The convergence of the medical and exercise communities is really going to deliver the best 
possible care to cancer patients that has ever been seen," says Milford resident Linda T. 
Gottlieb, one of the first certified cancer exercise trainers in Connecticut.  

A personal trainer for over 30 years, she achieved certification after meeting the stringent 
program requirement supplemented in 2009 by the American Cancer Society and the American 
College of Sports Medicine. Program participants learn to develop and safely adapt workouts 
for patient sat various stages of treatment.  

"Where radiation, chemotherapy and surgery have been the options, maybe we can add a 
fourth one that doesn’t have any side effects — and only positive ones," Linda says, 
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paraphrasing Dr. Irwin view on exercise treatment. Besides the physical benefits,there are also 
psychological ones. "One of the most important things that exercise delivers to my cancer 
patients is that they now have control over a piece of their lives," Linda says.  

In a period that she dubs a "turned upside-down time of your life," simple exercise can help 
turn everything right-side-up. It boils down to "energy balance, “a healthy interaction of 
physical activity, diet and genetics. To further augment the case for regular exercise in recovery, 
both women are working on two ground-breaking studies at Yale that examine the effect of 
physical activity on ovarian- and breast-cancer prognosis and survival.  

The results could reshape the future of health care. "Maybe health-insurance companies will 
reimburse for certain exercise programs post-diagnosis, if we can show that (a cancer patient’s) 
prognosis is improved and their quality of life is improved and they have less visits to the 
hospital because of less complications and side effects," explains Dr. Irwin.  

She anticipates that both studies, which are currently recruiting participants, will help 
implement cancer-rehabilitation programs similar to that of cardiac rehabs. Interestingly, 
before research said otherwise, health-care professionals once gave heart-attack victims the 
same advice they had given cancer patients: rest.  

The amount of physical activity for cancer survivors duplicates the national recommendation 
for the general public, which is about 150 minutes a week of moderately intensive 
cardiovascular activity. According to Linda, even a little activity can help.  

What about the fatigue experienced during chemotherapy? Linda says patients are able to 
"push themselves a lot more than if they were sitting and being inactive."  

Patients can start a program anywhere from several weeks to several months after surgery, 
depending upon a clinician’s clearance. Linda says walking is an optimal starting point. 
Furthermore, she recommends three days of strength training; starting easy and progressing. 
Yoga, Pilates, meditation can fill the bill for the third exercise component, which entails 
stretching and balance."  

These practices certainly should be mentioned to oncologists and other folks working on (a 
patient’s) team to make sure there are no other limitations to safely carrying on an exercise 
program," Linda says.  

Dr. Irwin’s mother and Linda’s mother died from cancer, and Linda’s husband is a cancer 
survivor. "It’s a life-changing event, but it doesn’t have to define your life," Linda says. "I have 
people, which might sound unbelievable, that tell me that cancer was put in their life for a 
reason, and they’re healthier than they ever have been because they’re now turning the mirror 
and looking in on some of their lifestyle habits."  

 


