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PHYSICAL ACTIVITY FOR CANCER SURVIVORS
This is brief 3 of 6 in the Nutrition, Physical Activity, Body Weight, and Cancer Survivorship series for healthcare 
teams that work with cancer survivors.

Multiple studies have investigated the benefits of exercise during cancer treatment.1, 2 Research strongly 
suggests that exercise during treatment is safe, feasible, fatigue-reducing, and can improve multiple aspects of 
quality of life.3  Studies have shown that exercise during treatment improves multiple post-treatment effects on 
bone health, muscle strength, and other quality of life measures.4, 5

Moderate exercise has also been shown to help patients reduce anxiety, reduce fatigue, and improve their 
mental health.6 Exercise can also help with heart and vascular fitness, muscle strength, and body composition.7 
Some studies have also suggested that physical activity may increase the completion rate of chemotherapy.8

The Benefits of Physical Activity

Due to the benefits of physical activity for cancer patients and survivors, it is recommended that they:

Engage in regular physical activity according to their health status. Physical activity should 
be done with consideration of the type of cancer, patient health, and treatment modalities, 
symptoms, and side effects.

Avoid inactivity and return to normal daily activities as soon as possible. Resume normal 
activities as soon as possible after diagnosis because physical activity may help to manage some 
symptoms related to cancer and treatment.

Work toward the recommended weekly amounts of physical activity. The aim is to achieve the 
current physical activity recommendations for health (150-300 min/week of moderate-intensity or 
75-150 min/week of vigorous-intensity physical activity (or a combination of the two), and muscle-
strengthening activities on two or more days a week).
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American College of Sports Medicine Recommendations
Research shows that exercise can help to improve the following cancer-related symptoms:

• Cancer-related fatigue
• Limited physical function

• Anxiety, depression,  
and poor sleep

• Lymphedema and bone health
• Health-related quality of life

The American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM) has published detailed guidelines on specific doses of aerobic 
and resistance training that can improve these common cancer-related health outcomes (see the chart below).

†From American College of Sports Medicine. Copyright© 2019 by ACSM. Reprinted by permission.

Effects of Exercise
on Health-Related
Outcomes in Those
with Cancer

 
†

What can exercise do?
• Prevention of 7 common cancers* 

Dose: 2018 Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans: 150-300 min/week moderate or 75-150 min/week 
vigorous aerobic exercise

• Survival of 3 common cancers** 
Dose: Exact dose of physical activity needed to reduce cancer-specific or all-cause mortality is not yet 
known; Overall more activity appears to lead to better risk reduction

*bladder, breast, colon, endometrial, esophageal, kidney and stomach cancers 
**breast, colon and prostate cancers

Overall, avoid inactivity, and to improve general health, aim to achieve the current physical activity guidelines for health (150 min/week aerobic exercise and 
2x/week strength training).

Outcome Aerobic Only Resistance Only Combination (Aerobic + Resistance)

Strong Evidence Dose Dose Dose

Cancer-related 
fatigue

3x/week for 30 min per 
session of moderate intensity

2x/week of 2 sets of 12-15 reps for 
major muscle groups at moderate 
intensity

3x/week for 30 min per session of moderate aerobic exercise, plus
2x/week of resistance training 2 sets of 12-15 reps for major muscle 
groups at moderate intensity

Health-related 
quality of life

2-3x/week for 30-60 min 
per session of moderate to 
vigorous

2x/week of 2 sets of 8-15 reps for 
major muscle groups at moderate 
to vigorous intensity

2-3x/week for 20-30 min per session of moderate aerobic exercise plus
2x/week of resistance training 2 sets of 8-15 reps for major muscle 
groups at moderate to vigorous intensity

Physical 
function

3x/week for 30-60 min per 
session of moderate to 
vigorous

2-3x/week of 2 sets of 8-12 reps for 
major muscle groups at moderate 
to vigorous intensity

3x/week for 20-40 min per session of moderate to vigorous aerobic 
exercise, plus 2-3x/week of resistance training 2 sets of 8-12 reps for 
major muscle group at moderate to vigorous intensity

Anxiety
3x/week for 30-60 min 
per session of moderate to 
vigorous

Insufficient evidence
2-3x/week for 20-40 min of moderate to vigorous aerobic exercise plus
2x/week of resistance training of 2 sets, 8-12 reps for major muscle 
groups at moderate to vigorous intensity

Depression
3x/week for 30-60 min 
per session of moderate to 
vigorous

Insufficient evidence
2-3x/week for 20-40 min of moderate to vigorous aerobic exercise plus
2x/week of resistance training of 2 sets, 8-12 reps for major muscle 
groups at moderate to vigorous intensity

Lymphedema Insufficient evidence
2-3x/week of progressive, 
supervised, program for 
major muscle groups does not 
exacerbate lymphedema

Insufficient evidence

Moderate Evidence

Bone health Insufficient evidence

2-3x/week of moderate to 
vigorous resistance training plus 
high impact training (sufficient to 
generate ground reaction force of 
3-4 times body weight) for at least 
12 months

Insufficient evidence

Sleep 3-4x/week for 30-40 min per 
session of moderate intensity Insufficient evidence Insufficient evidence

Moderate intensity (40%-59% heart rate reserve or VO2R) to vigorous 
intensity (60%-89% heart rate reserve or VO2R) is recommended.Citation: bit.ly/cancer_exercise_guidelines

https://www.acsm.org/
http://bit.ly/cancer_exercise_guidelines
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Cancer survivors can also benefit from professional help after getting medical clearance for physical activity 
and exercise. Professional exercise trainers can help cancer survivors to create tailored exercise plans that 
meet their individual needs without exceeding their current physical capabilities. A directory of existing cancer 
exercise programs, as well as additional information for patients and healthcare providers, can be found on the 
ACSM Moving Through Cancer website. 

Assess, Advise, Refer
The Exercise Is Medicine initiative from the American College of Sports Medicine recognizes that exercise 
assessment, advice, and referral by health care providers should be part of patient care for the prevention 
and treatment of chronic disease. As the evidence for the benefits of physical activity and exercise to cancer 
patients and survivors has grown, it’s clear that this should apply to oncology care providers, as well. A recent 
“call to action” for engaging oncology care providers in incorporating physical activity in standard care for 
cancer patients and survivors recommends the following steps: 9

Assess Advise Refer

The assessment of physical 
activity can not only 
convey to the patient that 
the health care provider 
believes physical activity is 
important but allows the 
provider to take steps to 
advise and refer their patient 
to available resources. 
Some health systems have 
adopted physical activity 
assessment as a vital sign, to 
be taken at regular intervals 
and incorporated into the 
electronic health record.

Providers should advise 
patients who are not 
currently meeting 
recommended levels of 
activity to increase their 
activity and refer to available 
resources to help them 
accomplish that.

Providers should refer 
patients to exercise 
programs or to health care 
professionals who can 
further evaluate and refer 
to exercise. Referrals should 
be based on their current 
activity level, medical status, 
and preferences.

It is recommended that these three steps – assess, advise, and refer – be repeated at regular intervals to 
reinforce the patient’s efforts and to identify and respond to changes in activity or functional status that may 
result from the effects of treatment change. The figure below illustrates the process of assessment, advisement, 
and referral. 

https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/
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CA: A Cancer Journal for Clinicians, Volume: 69, Issue: 6, Pages: 468-484, First published: 16 October 2019, DOI: (10.3322/caac.21579)

Exercise Prescriptions 
An exercise prescription is a specific plan of exercise-related activities created for a patient by a health care 
professional such as a physician or physiotherapist. 

Exercise prescriptions are tailored for individual patients in the context of their exercise needs, level of physical 
fitness, impacts of ongoing treatment, and patient interests. An example exercise prescription is shown in the 
accompanying table, and an exercise prescription template can be found on the ACSM website.

Example Exercise Prescription – American College of Sports Medicine

Exercise Walk 30 minutes per day

Intensity Moderate intensity

Frequency Five days per week

Precautions Increase effort slowly to avoid injury

Refills Forever

Oncology Clinician’s Guide to Referring Patients to Exercise
STEP 1: ASSESS
Question #1: How many days during the past week have you performed physical activity where your heart beats faster and your breathing is harder than normal for 30 
minutes or more?

Question #2: How many days during the past week have you performed physical activity to increase muscle strengt, such as lifting weights?

Question #3: Would this patient be safe exercising without medical supervision (e.g.: walking, hiking, cycling, weight lifting)?

Question #3 answer is Yes.
(Patient is ambulatory, ECOG score 0-2)

Question #3 answer is No
OR

I’m not sure and I don’t have the  
capacity to evaluate. 

(ECOG score 3+ or other complications present)

STEP 2: ADVISE STEP 2: ADVISE
EIM ExRx for Oncology, based on current report of activity to increase to:
• Moderate intensity aerobic exercise (talk but not sing) for up to 30 min, 3x/week
• Resistance exercise 2x/week, 20-30 min

Advise patient to follow-up with outpatient rehabilitation health care professional for 
further evaluation

STEP 3: REFER STEP 3: REFER
Refer to best available community program Outpatient rehabilitation health care professional will recommend best available 

program

REPEAT AT REGULAR INTERVALS AT CLINICAL ENCOUNTERS DURING AND AFTER ACTIVE TREATMENT

https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM-moving-through-cancer-form-web.pdf
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Safety Considerations for Patients 
It is important for cancer patients and survivors to 
seek medical evaluation and clearance from their 
health care team while planning their individual 
exercise programs.10, 11 The goal of medical clearance 
and risk stratification is to help identify individuals 
for whom exercise might be counterproductive or 
dangerous. 

For example, the following are contraindications to 
exercise:6

• Those with weak immune systems should avoid 
public gyms and other public places until their 
white blood cell counts return to safe levels.

• People with severe anemia should delay activity 
until the anemia is better.

• People getting radiation should avoid swimming 
pools because chlorine may irritate the skin at the 
treatment area.

A patient’s ability to exercise will be determined 
by their cancer type, stage, and previous fitness 
level.12 If patients were sedentary before diagnosis, 
low-intensity activities such as stretching and brief, 
slow walks should be adopted and slowly increased. 
People who were already on an exercise program 
before treatment may still need to reduce their 
physical activity to a lower intensity level while 
receiving radiation or chemotherapy and slowly build 
up after treatment.6

Careful attention should be given to balance and 
safety considerations to reduce the risk of falls and 
injuries for individuals with bone disease, peripheral 
neuropathy, or arthritis. If the disease or treatment 
necessitates periods of bed rest, physical therapy 
during bed rest is advisable to maintain strength and 
range of motion and can help to counteract fatigue 
and depression.6



Resources and References
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Resources – For Providers

Source Resources Link

American College of Sports 
Medicine

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

American College of Sports 
Medicine

Health Care Providers 
Action Guide

https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-
action/health-care/health-care-providers/
provider-action-guide/

American College of Sports 
Medicine

Medical Clearance Form https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/04/EIM-sample-medical-
clearance-form.pdf

American College of Sports 
Medicine

Exercise Prescriptions https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/04/EIM-moving-through-
cancer-form-web.pdf

American College of Sports 
Medicine

Exercise Program Directory https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-
in-action/moving-through-cancer/exercise-
program-registry/

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/health-care/health-care-providers/provider-action-guide/ 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/health-care/health-care-providers/provider-action-guide/ 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/health-care/health-care-providers/provider-action-guide/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/health-care/health-care-providers/provider-action-guide/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/health-care/health-care-providers/provider-action-guide/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM-sample-medical-clearance-form.pdf 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM-sample-medical-clearance-form.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM-sample-medical-clearance-form.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM-sample-medical-clearance-form.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM-moving-through-cancer-form-web.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM-moving-through-cancer-form-web.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM-moving-through-cancer-form-web.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM-moving-through-cancer-form-web.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/exercise-program-registry/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/exercise-program-registry/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/exercise-program-registry/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/exercise-program-registry/
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Resources – For Patients

Source Resources Link

American College of Sports 
Medicine

Exercise Program Directory     https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-
in-action/moving-through-cancer/exercise-
program-registry/

American Cancer Society Get Active webpage https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-
get-active/get-active.html

Cancer.net (ASCO) Exercise During Cancer 
Treatment webpage

https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-
living/exercise-during-cancer-treatment

CDC Guides to Healthy Living: 
Physical Activity webpage

https://www.cdc.gov/cancer/survivors/healthy-
living-guides/physical-health/physical-activity.
htm

ACSM Moving Through 
Cancer

Being Active When You 
Have Cancer: Patient 
Handout

https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_
Cancer.pdf

ACSM Moving Through 
Cancer

Sit Less, Move More https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_
Sit-Less-Move-More.pdf

ACSM Moving Through 
Cancer 

Moving Through Cancer: 
Exercise for People Living 
With and Beyond Cancer

https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/04/Consolidated-
Infographic-for-the-ACSM-Roundtable-on-
Cancer-and-Exercise.pdf

ACSM Moving Through 
Cancer

Effects of Exercise on 
Health-Related Outcomes 
in Those with Cancer

https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/04/exercise-guidelines-
cancer-infographic.pdf

ACSM Moving Through 
Cancer

Exercise for Cancer 
Prevention and Treatment

https://www.acsm.org/docs/default-source/
files-for-resource-library/exercise-for-cancer-
prevention-and-treatment-infographic.
pdf?sfvrsn=ad47b1e1_2

American Cancer Society Diet and Activity Guidelines 
to Reduce Cancer Risk

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

https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/exercise-program-registry/ 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/exercise-program-registry/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/exercise-program-registry/
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/eim-in-action/moving-through-cancer/exercise-program-registry/
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/get-active.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/get-active.html
https://www.cancer.org/healthy/eat-healthy-get-active/get-active.html
https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-living/exercise-during-cancer-treatment
https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-living/exercise-during-cancer-treatment
https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-living/exercise-during-cancer-treatment
https://www.cancer.net/survivorship/healthy-living/exercise-during-cancer-treatment
https://www.cdc.gov/cancer/survivors/healthy-living-guides/physical-health/physical-activity.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/cancer/survivors/healthy-living-guides/physical-health/physical-activity.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/cancer/survivors/healthy-living-guides/physical-health/physical-activity.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/cancer/survivors/healthy-living-guides/physical-health/physical-activity.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/cancer/survivors/healthy-living-guides/physical-health/physical-activity.htm
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_Cancer.pdf 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_Cancer.pdf 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_Cancer.pdf 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_Cancer.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_Cancer.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_Cancer.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_Sit-Less-Move-More.pdf 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_Sit-Less-Move-More.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_Sit-Less-Move-More.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/EIM_Rx-for-Health_Sit-Less-Move-More.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Consolidated-Infographic-for-the-ACSM-Roundtable-on-Cancer-and-Exercise.pdf 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Consolidated-Infographic-for-the-ACSM-Roundtable-on-Cancer-and-Exercise.pdf 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Consolidated-Infographic-for-the-ACSM-Roundtable-on-Cancer-and-Exercise.pdf 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Consolidated-Infographic-for-the-ACSM-Roundtable-on-Cancer-and-Exercise.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Consolidated-Infographic-for-the-ACSM-Roundtable-on-Cancer-and-Exercise.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Consolidated-Infographic-for-the-ACSM-Roundtable-on-Cancer-and-Exercise.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Consolidated-Infographic-for-the-ACSM-Roundtable-on-Cancer-and-Exercise.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/exercise-guidelines-cancer-infographic.pdf 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/exercise-guidelines-cancer-infographic.pdf 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/exercise-guidelines-cancer-infographic.pdf 
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/exercise-guidelines-cancer-infographic.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/exercise-guidelines-cancer-infographic.pdf
https://www.exerciseismedicine.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/exercise-guidelines-cancer-infographic.pdf
https://www.acsm.org/docs/default-source/files-for-resource-library/exercise-for-cancer-prevention-and-treatment-infographic.pdf?sfvrsn=ad47b1e1_2
https://www.acsm.org/docs/default-source/files-for-resource-library/exercise-for-cancer-prevention-and-treatment-infographic.pdf?sfvrsn=ad47b1e1_2
https://www.acsm.org/docs/default-source/files-for-resource-library/exercise-for-cancer-prevention-and-treatment-infographic.pdf?sfvrsn=ad47b1e1_2
https://www.acsm.org/docs/default-source/files-for-resource-library/exercise-for-cancer-prevention-and-treatment-infographic.pdf?sfvrsn=ad47b1e1_2
https://www.acsm.org/docs/default-source/files-for-resource-library/exercise-for-cancer-prevention-and-treatment-infographic.pdf?sfvrsn=ad47b1e1_2
https://www.acsm.org/docs/default-source/files-for-resource-library/exercise-for-cancer-prevention-and-treatment-infographic.pdf?sfvrsn=ad47b1e1_2
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
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