
BENEFITS OF 
EXERCISE TO HELP 
PREVENT CANCER
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Not all cancers can be 
prevented, but there are proven 
ways you can reduce your risk. 
We will look at the benefits of 
exercise, including how it can 
help to reduce the risk of cancer. 

Being active can also be helpful 
for many people with cancer 
during and after treatment. We 
have a separate page if you’d 
like to learn more about physical 
activity for people with cancer. 

WHY IS BEING 
ACTIVE GOOD 
FOR ME? 
Here are some of the reasons 
why it’s important to remain 
active: 

• Maintain a healthy weight. 
• Reduce risk of Cancer. 
• Improve mood & stress. 
• Reduce the risk of heart 

disease. 
• Reduce the risk of dementia 

& depression. 
• Reduce risk of Osteoporosis. 
• Reduce risk of falls in older 

adults. 
• Chance to socialise. 
• Train your brain to learn new 

skills. 

You don’t need to become a 
marathon runner overnight 
or join the gym to be more 
active – you don’t even have to 
leave your home. What counts 
as exercise may surprise you. 
From playing family games, to 
doing household chores, read 
our advice on how to be more 
active. 

KEEPING A 
HEALTHY 
WEIGHT 
Even adding small amounts of 
activity into your daily routine 
can help you lose weight or 
keep a healthy weight. 

Keeping a healthy weight lowers 
your risk of 13 different cancer 
types. This includes 2 of the 
most common types of cancer 
(breast and bowel) and 3 of 
the hardest to treat cancers 
(pancreatic, oesophageal and 
gallbladder). 

But we know that keeping a 
healthy weight isn’t always easy. 
If you’re thinking about losing 
weight, check out our 10 simple 
top tips for a healthy weight. 

HOW DOES 
EXERCISE AND 
BEING ACTIVE 
HELP PREVENT 
BREAST 
CANCER? 
Being physically active lowers 
breast cancer risk by helping us 
to keep a healthy weight. And 
there’s also evidence that doing 
lots of exercise can prevent 
breast cancer directly, in ways 
not related to our weight. 

Scientists are looking at how 
this might happen. Here are 
2 possible ways being active 
could prevent breast cancer: 

Reducing hormone levels 
Both being active and the 
amount of fat you have can 
affect the levels of some 
types of hormones in the 
body. Hormones are chemical 
messages that move around the 
body to tell different parts what 
to do. 

Oestrogen and insulin are 
hormones that could encourage 
breast cells to divide more 
often. If cells divide too much 
and grow out of control this 
can lead to cancer. As keeping 
a healthy weight and doing lots 
of activity can reduce the levels 
of oestrogen and insulin in the 
body, this could help to prevent 
breast cancer. 

Boosting the immune 
system 
Being very active can give your 
immune system a boost, which 
makes it work more effectively. 
This means the body gets better 
at spotting cells which could 
go on to become cancer. It can 
then remove these cells before 
they cause harm. 
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HOW DOES 
EXERCISE AND 
BEING ACTIVE 
HELP PREVENT 
BOWEL 
CANCER? 
We know that moving more 
and sitting less prevents bowel 
cancer by helping us to keep 
a healthy weight. There’s also 
evidence that being very 
physically active can reduce 
your risk of bowel cancer 
directly. 

These are some of the possible 
ways being active could help to 
prevent bowel cancer: 

Moving food through the 
bowel faster 
The bowel helps us use the 
food we eat and breaks down 
anything we don’t need. This 
passes out of our bodies as 
poo. Being active helps move 
food through our bodies faster. 
This means anything harmful in 
food waste spends less time in 
our bowel, which may help to 
prevent bowel cancer.

Reducing inflammation
Inflammation is a normal way 
our bodies respond to damage. 
But if there’s too much, it can 
cause our cells to multiply more 
often, increasing cancer risk.

Keeping a healthy weight 
reduces the risk of 13 cancer 
types. One of the reasons for 
this is that having less body 
fat can reduce inflammation 
levels around the body. It’s also 

possible that being very active 
helps prevent bowel cancer 
directly by reducing levels of 
inflammation in the bowel.


