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Exercise: A proven remedy 
to fight the cancer blues!  

A cancer diagnosis can be a devastating event for the affected individual as well as 

the family. Individuals go through a range of emotions from anxiety to depression. 

Nearly everyone copes up with the situation to varying degrees. As patients experi-

ence a variety of side effects like nausea, loss of appetite, cancer-related fatigue, 

pain, lack of sleep and issues related to body image, it can be distressing.  

Acute side effects develop within days and weeks of treatment; chronic or late 

effects become apparent over the next few years. It may become an essential fac-

tor for those who cross the historical benchmark of 5 years survival. These effects, 

unless addressed appropriately, may negatively impair the quality of life.  

What is the way out? One simple solution: Exercise.  

It is a proven, effective and therapeutic remedy to mitigate the above range of 

issues.  

In a first, the Clinical Oncology Society of Australia (COSA) has issued a set of 

formal guidelines to promote physical activity for affected individuals.  

They recommend: 

1. At least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity or 75 minutes of vigorous-

intensity aerobic exercise (like jogging, cycling, swimming walking) 

each week.  

2. Two or three resistance exercises are targeting each muscle group.  

These exercises are best done under the care of certified physical therapists and 

exercise physiologists. Each activity is tailor-made depending on individual toler-
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ance as well as disease trajectory. It continues during treatment as well as after-

wards.  

Why is it beneficial?  
We don’t have clear scientific answers, but in combination with a healthy diet, it 

promotes a sense of well-being as well as enhancing the immune system. A combi-

nation of these factors may help any individual. These exercises when appropriate-

ly monitored and regulated counteract the effects of treatment.  

In the words of Prue Commie, Principal Research Fellow, Australia Catholic Uni-

versity, “ If the effects of exercise could be encapsulated in a pill, it would be pre-

scribed to every cancer patient worldwide and viewed as a breakthrough in cancer 

treatment. If we had a pill called exercise, it would be demanded by cancer pa-

tients, prescribed by every cancer specialist, and subsidised by the government”.  

It is the absolute truth!  

Is there any scientific evidence for the 
benefits of exercise?  
Yes indeed!  

Many studies have conclusively shown benefit in no uncertain terms. For exam-

ple, in one large analysis of 61 trials for breast cancer, who underwent an exercise 

regimen during their therapies, had a better overall quality of life, fitness, energy 

levels. These benefits have also been seen for other subtypes of cancers (e.g. 

prostate, lung, GI, lymphoma etc.) where exercise improved their psychosocial 

wellbeing and translated into improved overall outcomes. In other words, surviv-
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ability enhanced with a much better quality of life outcomes and reducing the an-

ticipated long-term side effects.  

COSA’s recommendations translate into 21 minutes per day for physical thera-

py under supervision. It also encourages health professionals to keep patients mo-

tivated to adhere to the regimen. Of course, exercise will help the healthcare team 

too! 

While exercise is beneficial in reducing the side effects of treatment, a more 

lofty goal is to prevent the recurrence of cancers. Exercising together also helps in 

bonding with the community!  

I recommend cycling to my patients (especially those affected by breast can-

cer) as reducing weight will help to minimise recurrence. A stationary cycle for 

brain tumour affected patients will also do wonders for their issues related to mo-

bility.  

Go workout now!  


