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INFLUENCE OF DIET, ACTIVITY, AND BODY WEIGHT ON CANCER 
PREVENTION AND SURVIVORSHIP
This is brief 1 of 6 in the Nutrition, Physical Activity, Body Weight, and Cancer Survivorship series for healthcare 
teams that work with cancer survivors.

An estimated 18% of cancer cases (almost 1 in 5) and 16% of cancer deaths are attributable to the combined 
effects of excess body weight, alcohol consumption, physical inactivity, and an unhealthy diet.1 Aside from 
avoiding tobacco, mitigating these lifestyle factors are among the most effective strategies for reducing the risk 
of cancer.2

For cancer survivors, the evidence, although more limited than that for the development of cancer, suggests 
that lifestyle factors, such as body weight, physical activity, diet, and alcohol intake, may affect risk for 
recurrence and overall survival following diagnosis.

Nutrition and physical activity recommendations established recently by the American Cancer Society for the 
primary prevention of cancer3 are broadly relevant to survivors undergoing treatment or post-treatment. 

Table 1: ACS Nutrition and Physical Activity Recommendations

For most cancer survivors, especially those who are post-treatment, disease-free, or living with stable disease, 
it is reasonable for them to follow existing cancer prevention recommendations. The American Cancer 
Society Guideline for Diet and Physical Activity for Cancer Prevention, published in 2020, recommends the 
following:

Achieve and maintain a healthy 
weight throughout life.

Keep your weight within the healthy range and avoid weight 
gain in adult life.

Follow a healthy eating pattern at 
all ages.

A healthy eating pattern includes:
•	 Foods that are high in nutrients in amounts that help you 

get to and stay at a healthy body weight
•	 A variety of vegetables – dark green, red, and orange, 

fiber-rich legumes (beans and peas), and others
•	 Fruits, especially whole fruits in a variety of colors
•	 Whole grains

A healthy eating pattern limits or does not include:
•	 Red and processed meats
•	 Sugar-sweetened beverages
•	 Highly processed foods and refined grain products 

https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention/guidelines.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention/guidelines.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention/guidelines.html


1 Brief #1 for Healthcare Teams

Brief #1 | 4

Table 1: ACS Nutrition and Physical Activity Recommendations

Be physically active. •	 Adults: Get 150-300 minutes of moderate-intensity or 75-
150 minutes of vigorous-intensity activity each week (or a 
combination of these). Getting to or exceeding the upper 
limit of 300 minutes is ideal.

•	 Children and teens: Get at least 1 hour of moderate or 
vigorous-intensity activity each day.

•	 Inactivity. Limit sedentary behavior such as sitting, lying 
down, watching TV, and other forms of screen-based 
entertainment.

It is best not to drink alcohol. •	 People who do choose to drink alcohol should have no 
more than one drink per day for women or two drinks per 
day for men.

Healthy Dietary Patterns
Dietary factors are responsible for about 4% of 
all cancer cases.1 Diet patterns that emphasize 
red and processed meats, starchy foods, refined 
carbohydrates, and sugary drinks are associated with 
an increased risk of developing cancer,4 whereas diets 
based on a variety of fruits and vegetables, whole 
grains, legumes, fish or poultry, and fewer red and 
processed meats are associated with lower risk.5 

The Diet Patterns Methods Project6 is a multicenter 
study of dietary patterns and cause-specific 
mortality. It reported lower risks of cancer mortality 
among women (8%-17%) and men (17%-24%) 
whose diets were most concordant with four healthy 
dietary pattern scores. The four patterns included 
the Mediterranean Diet, the Dietary Approaches to 
Stop Hypertension (DASH) diet, the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) Healthy Eating 
Index, and the Harvard Alternate Healthy Eating 
Index (Harvard). These healthy dietary patterns have 
also been associated with a lower risk of colorectal 
cancer4, 7 and total cancer incidence.5

Cancer survivors who follow a healthy diet pattern 
have a 10-12% lower risk of dying from cancer or 
any cause.5

Physical Activity
Physical activity decreases the risk of cancers of the 
colon (but not rectum), female breast, endometrium, 
kidney, bladder, esophagus (adenocarcinoma), and 
stomach (cardia).8

Cancer patients who are physically active are less 
likely to have adverse effects and to die from their 
cancer than those who are inactive. Extended 
leisure-time sitting has also been associated 
with an increased risk of cancer death9, whereas 
replacing sedentary time with even short durations 
of moderate to vigorous physical activity appears to 
reduce cancer mortality.10, 11

In 2019, the American College of Sports Medicine 
(ACSM) Roundtable Report on Physical Activity, 
Sedentary Behavior, and Cancer Prevention and 
Control reported that post-diagnosis physical 
activity was significantly inversely associated with 
cancer-specific and all-cause mortality among 
breast, colorectal, and prostate cancer survivors. 
The availability of data was limited for other cancers, 
with single studies suggesting the benefits of physical 
activity on mortality outcomes for survivors of 
kidney, lung, and esophageal cancers, non-Hodgkin 
lymphoma, childhood cancer, and malignant glioma.12

https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health-topics/dash-eating-plan
https://www.usda.gov/
https://dash.harvard.edu/bitstream/handle/1/24984064/4707519.pdf
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The ACSM also published detailed physical activity 
guidelines for cancer survivors, based on evidence for 
multiple cancer-related health outcomes, including 
anxiety, depression, fatigue, health-related quality 
of life, lymphedema, physical function, bone health, 
and sleep.13 See Brief #3 Physical Activity for more 
information about physical activity recommendations 
for cancer survivors. 

Aerobic and resistance training consistently show a 
benefit for cardiopulmonary fitness, muscle strength, 
body composition, and balance among cancer 
survivors.14 For example, in a randomized controlled 
trial of breast cancer survivors, women assigned to 
moderate-intensity resistance and impact training 
experienced improvements in bone mass and lean 
muscle mass.15 

Additionally, a meta-analysis of 78 exercise 
intervention trials showed that exercise interventions 
resulted in clinically meaningful improvements in 
quality of life that persisted after the completion of 
the intervention.16 

Excess Body Weight
Excess body weight increases the risk of at least 13 
different types of cancer and potentially negatively 
impacts breast cancer survival. An estimated 5% of 
cancers in men and 11% in women are attributed 
specifically to excess body weight.1

During cancer treatment, maintaining a healthy 
body weight might help to improve tolerance to 
treatments. And after treatment, evidence shows 
that a healthy lifestyle and body weight may increase 
survival and reduce the risks of new primary 
cancers.17, 18 There is data that shows that excess 
body weight is associated with an increased risk of 
breast cancer recurrence.19, 20, and similar evidence is 
accumulating for excess weight and other cancers.21 

Consuming a nutrient-rich diet, having a physically 
active lifestyle, and maintaining a healthy body 
weight are all important factors for long-term health 
and reduced risk for cancer.17 

Alcohol
Although there is insufficient evidence to support a 
specific recommendation about alcohol for cancer 
survivors, alcohol intake is an established cause of 
several types of cancer. Thus, avoiding alcohol is 
among the recommendations for cancer prevention 
and is relevant to reducing new cancer risk in cancer 
survivors.

An estimated 6% of cancer cases are attributed 
to alcohol consumption. Alcohol consumption 
increases the risk for cancers of the mouth, pharynx, 
larynx, esophagus (squamous cell carcinoma), 
liver, colorectum, female breast, and stomach.2 In 
survivors, alcohol intake can also increase the risk 
of new primary cancer at these sites22. Additionally, 
studies of patients with head and neck cancer show 
that alcohol consumption is associated with higher 
all-cause mortality.23

It may be best for patients to avoid or limit alcohol if 
they are starting treatment that will put them at risk 
for mouth sores, such as head and neck radiation 
or many types of chemotherapy.18 If alcohol is used 
during treatment, it should be minimized to prevent 
interactions with chemotherapeutic drugs and avoid 
the aggravation of treatment areas during radiation 
therapy.19 For example, inflammation of the liver 
from alcohol during the time of treatment may 
affect the clearance of chemotherapeutic drugs and 
worsen toxicities.



Resources and References
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Resources – For Providers

Source Resources Link

American Cancer Society Survivorship Care 
Guidelines: Tools for Health 
Care Professionals

https://www.cancer.org/health-care-
professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-
resource-center/tools-for-health-care-
professionals.html 

CA: A Cancer Journal for 
Clinicians

American Cancer Society 
Guideline for Diet and 
Physical Activity for Cancer 
Prevention journal article

https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/
full/10.3322/caac.21591 

American College of Sports 
Medicine: Moving Through 
Cancer

Evidence-based Physical 
Activity resources

https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-
action/moving-through-cancer/

American Cancer Society American Cancer Society 
Guideline for Diet and 
Physical Activity for Cancer 
Prevention webpage

https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-
get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-
activity-cancer-prevention.html 

Resources – For Patients

Source Resources Link

American Cancer Society Survivorship: During and 
After Treatment webpage

https://www.cancer.org/treatment/
survivorship-during-and-after-treatment.html 

American Cancer Society Life After Treatment Guide https://www.cancer.org/health-care-
professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-
resource-center/tools-for-cancer-survivors-and-
caregivers.html 

National Association of 
Chronic Disease Directors 
(NACDD)

Talk to Someone: Physical 
Activity and Nutrition Tool

https://simulations.kognito.com/ncsw/nutrition/ 

National Association of 
Chronic Disease Directors 
(NACDD)

Talk to Someone: Alcohol 
Use Tool

https://simulations.kognito.com/ncsw/alcohol/

https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-for-health-care-professionals.html
https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-for-health-care-professionals.html
https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-for-health-care-professionals.html
https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-for-health-care-professionals.html
https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-for-health-care-professionals.html
https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-for-health-care-professionals.html
https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-for-health-care-professionals.html
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591 
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591 
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591 
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591 
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591 
https://acsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.3322/caac.21591 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment.html
https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-for-cancer-survivors-and-caregivers.html
https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-
https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-
https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-
https://www.cancer.org/health-care-professionals/national-cancer-survivorship-resource-center/tools-
https://simulations.kognito.com/ncsw/nutrition/
https://simulations.kognito.com/ncsw/nutrition/
https://simulations.kognito.com/ncsw/nutrition/
https://simulations.kognito.com/ncsw/alcohol/
https://simulations.kognito.com/ncsw/alcohol/
https://simulations.kognito.com/ncsw/alcohol/
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Resources – For Patients

Source Resources Link

American Cancer Society Diet and Activity Guidelines 
to Reduce Cancer Risk 
infographic

https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-
get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-
activity-cancer-prevention/infographic.html

American Cancer Society Survivorship Care Plans https://www.cancer.org/treatment/
survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/
survivorship-care-plans.html 

American Cancer Society Caregiver Support video 
series

https://www.cancer.org/treatment/caregivers/
caregiver-support-videos.html

American Institute for 
Cancer Research (AICR)

Healthy Living Tips 
for Cancer Survivors 
infographic

https://www.aicr.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/07/Healthy-Living-After-Cancer-
Infographic.pdf 

American Cancer Society Diet and Physical Activity 
Fact Sheet

https://www.acs4ccc.org/nutrition-and-
physical-activity-resources/

American Institute for 
Cancer Research (AICR)

Cancer Survival: Take 
control of your health 
website

https://www.aicr.org/cancer-survival/

National Comprehensive 
Cancer Network (NCCN)

NCCN Guidelines for 
Patients: Survivorship Care 
for Healthy Living

https://www.nccn.org/patientresources/patient-
resources/guidelines-for-patients/guidelines-
for-patients-details?patientGuidelineId=52

 

https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention/infographic.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention/infographic.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-cancer-prevention/infographic.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-can
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-can
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/acs-guidelines-nutrition-physical-activity-can
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/survivorship-care-plans.html 
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/survivorship-care-plans.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/survivorship-care-plans.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/survivorship-care-plans.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/caregivers/caregiver-support-videos.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/caregivers/caregiver-support-videos.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/caregivers/caregiver-support-videos.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/caregivers/caregiver-support-videos.html
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