


Exercise for Cancer Patients is a great exercise guide for 
breast cancer patients of all ages. It is an easy to read 
workbook that provides a comprehensive program that 
can be incorporated into a busy schedule. I encourage 
all my patients to stay active and healthy.  This book 
provides a perfect entry into resuming activity following 
treatment and principles for achieving a healthier life. 
I am grateful to Dr. Carson for sharing her insight on 
healing through movement.

—Julie L. Barone. DO, FACS, Breast Surgeon, Medical 
Director Exempla Healthcare Breast Services 

Exercise for Cancer Patients fills an important niche for 
people struggling with one of life’s most difficult challenges. 
Staying active while fighting cancer is an important 
adjunct to therapy and to life itself.  I am sure my patients 
will benefit from this book.

—Tim Dudley, MD, DTC Family Health & Walk-In, 
Greenwood Village, CO

Exercise for Cancer Patients is the cleverest compilation 
of expert advice on how to re-engage in exercise 
that I have ever read.  This brilliant, creative, easy to 
read little book is put together in a clear, concise, and 
inviting way for all patients, at all levels of treatment and 
recovery.  Dr. Connie Carson and Susan Lasker-Hertz 
have presented solid, evidence-based information that 
provides inspiration in small, safe steps with a threat of 
delight that is so very inviting and refreshing.  I hope 
this book finds its way to each and every one of you in 
your journey of recovery.  I will be recommending this 
book to all of my patients—I know it will inspire them all 
in feeling a desire to move a little, or a lot, to the best of 
their capability.

—Julia Osborne, PT, CLT-LANA, International 
Lymphedema Consultant, Owner of Oncology 
Rehab, Denver, Colorado
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Imagine a world without cancer … now imagine patients 
who presently have cancer fighting this dreadful disease 
by adding exercise to their daily routine and taking 
charge of their physical and emotional wellbeing.  Dr. 
Carson’s book Exercise for Cancer Patients gives a 
positive “can do” approach to living a healthier life … 
a must read for cancer patients and all of us who want 
to live life to its fullest and dream of the day cancer is a 
word of the past.  

—Patricia L. Peterson, BSN, JD, President and CEO of the 
Colorado Cancer Research Program

Practical, helpful and, best of all, hopeful; Exercise for 
Cancer Patients offers good guidance for getting started 
with a personal workout program. The workbook style 
is handy.  It’s a quick and easy read—refreshing and 
much needed in this encyclopedic age of information 
overload for a cancer patient. Even after treatment, this 
book makes perfect sense … and a great gift!

—Jo Myers, Author of Good to Go, Broadcaster, 
Blogger, Cancer Survivor

Exercise comes in all forms, and Dr. Carson’s new book, 
Exercise for Cancer Patients, gives you permission to do 
what feels good and what works for you.  It is short, easy 
to read, and fun. The illustrations are an absolute hoot!  I 
loved them. 

—Sandy Priester, MBA, Executive Director of 
LifeSpark Cancer Resources 

I have worked with many cancer patients who have 
decided to put exercise and movement “on hold,” 
thinking it would exhaust them. The body must move in 
order to heal!  Exercise for Cancer Patients is a great, 
gentle motivational tool to help someone begin their own 
customized program. 

—Cheryl Rojic, CHC, AADP, Certified Holistic Health 
Coach, Integrative Nutrition



It took decades of volunteering for organizations for 
women with cancer and compassion nonpareil to 
produce this book which is, indeed, an act of love.

—Celeste Callahan, 72 year-old cancer survivor, 
Triathlon World Gold Medalist, International 
Olympic Commission Volunteer of the Year

I applaud Dr. Carson and Ms. Lasker-Hertz for publishing 
a concise, easy to read, and extremely applicable guide 
for exercise geared toward the person undergoing 
treatment for cancer. I am especially fond of the 
worksheets and examples provided at the end of the 
book. These tie the message of the book up into a very 
usable package with guidelines of how to make it work 
for anyone!

—Julie A.F. Lyons, MS, RN, PNP, two-time Women’s 
Team Champion in the Race Across America, 
USA Triathlon Certified Coach, USA Cycling 
Certified Coach

Read Exercise for Cancer Patients!  It’s the best way I 
know for anyone who is living with cancer to feel better 
every single day.  Connie Carson and Susan Lasker-Hertz 
share with you the secrets of having more energy and 
living a healthier life through the medicine of movement.

—Sally Edwards, CEO, Heart Zones USA, Author of  
The Heart Rate Monitor Guidebook,  
Member, Triathlon Hall of Fame

Following my second breast cancer diagnosis, I 
needed solid information on how to remain physically 
active during cancer treatment.  My quest led me to 
the information in this book.  I learned to make fun a 
significant consideration in choosing my activities.  The 
information in Exercise for Cancer Patients was the ‘life 
saver” I needed to successfully navigate the stormy seas 
of cancer treatments!

—Diane Groff, two-time breast cancer survivor and 
athlete extraordinaire



It would be wonderful if every cancer patient could 
have a copy of this book. Thank you for writing this well-
thought, thorough, and user-friendly book!

—Gloria Kubel, 40-year breast cancer survivor 

There are so many variables over which cancer patients 
have no control.  Fortunately, an exercise regimen is not 
one of them.  This book clearly addresses the reasons 
why you should get moving and describes how to start 
a sustainable exercise program.  You’ll feel better with 
increased strength, flexibility, and aerobic condition.  
The best benefit of the exercise, however, is a “can-do” 
attitude that comes from being able to take charge 
of certain aspects of your life that cancer cannot take 
away from you.  This book is a great guide to getting 
started on that.

—Gail Keeley, 17 year cancer survivor and regular 
exerciser

Even though I do not have cancer, I need this book 
anyway!  I have never enjoyed nor regularly exercised 
but after reading this guide, I think even I can make 
exercise fun.

—Jane Willard 

What a wonderful way to introduce and motivate 
people who are looking to become more fit after the 
devastating news of being diagnosed with cancer.  
Exercise for Cancer Patients addresses many of the 
aspects to a better body and mind! It’s the perfect 
companion to ease back into one’s life, healthier and 
happier!

—Jane M. Jachowicz BSN  RN  CBPN-IC, Breast 
Program Coordinator, Oncology Patient Navigator, 
Parker Adventist Hospital, Parker, Colorado



Exercise has been shown to positively influence outcomes 
among cancer survivors.  In their practical book, Exercise 
for Cancer Patients, Connie Carson and Susan Lasker-
Hertz  outline easy to implement steps for cancer survivors 
to start their own individualized exercise program.  

This is a wonderful beginning resource to help cancer 
survivors begin their journeys toward healthy living.

—Rebecca Sedjo, Ph.D., MSPH, Assistant Professor, 
Department of Community and Behavioral Health, 
University of Colorado Cancer Center, Anschutz 
Medical Campus, Aurora, CO 

Dr. Carson and Ms. Lasker-Hertz have developed a 
concise and easy-to-read guide that would be helpful 
for anyone in any stage of their cancer journey.  I will be 
sharing it with all of my patients.

—Judy Culbertson, PT, CMLDT, Physical therapist 
specializing in cancer and lymphedema

Exercise for Cancer Patients is an excellent book for 
people of all health and fitness levels.  Its tips and tools 
are easy to understand and implement, making activity 
accessible, in the most challenging of times. 

—Lori Apple, MPH, Senior Manager, Patient Access, 
Education and Advocacy, The Leukemia and 
Lymphoma Society
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Exercise for Cancer Patients is not solely for women.  It 
is for men and women who are struggling to be more 
healthy after a diagnosis of cancer.  

Designed to provide information and motivation, 
it is not meant to be used, nor should it be used, to 
diagnose or treat any medical condition. For diagnosis 
or treatment, consult your own healthcare provider. 
The publisher and authors are not responsible for 
any specific health needs that may require medical 
supervision and are not liable for any damages or 
negative consequences from any treatment, action, 
application or preparation, to any person reading or 
following the information in this book. 

References are provided for informational purposes 
only and do not constitute endorsement of any web 
sites or other sources. Readers should be aware that 
the web sites listed in this book may change. 

It is not the intention of this book to be a definitive or 
exhaustive review of information on exercise for cancer 
patients. It’s a “launching pad” ... a beginning guide. 
Additional information is available on the internet. 

     isclaimer



Teach us to live that we may dread
Unnecessary time in bed.

Get people up and we may save
Our patients from an early grave.

Dr. Richard Asher, 1947
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       erched
By Susan Karlen Mayer
Breast cancer survivor
Diagnosed 1997

I was perched on the seat of my exercycle
pedaling to beat my best— 
when suddenly I realized my right hand
was cradling my left breast.

There was a lump; it was cancer I’d found.
My world no longer had solid ground.
I looked mortality in the eyes,
and it mattered not—the state of my thighs.

What I needed now was just to live.
I wore comfy clothes with plenty of give.
My body spent lots of its time in bed
though the real exhaustion was up in my head.

It took a long time, but the cancer has gone.
I believe now my life can go on, and on.
I try to do things to take care of myself
but my workout clothes remain on the shelf.
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Still, a thought was nagging at me
to remember something that used to be:
On that exercise bike I’d been using each day
better feeling, some peace, was coming my way.

It wasn’t just getting thinner and strong,
my times of depression weren’t lasting as long.
I was sleeping better, and waking up clear
my dreams were less muddled, not so full of fear.

Sure my life wasn’t perfect, some days were just hell
but new coping skills were serving me well.
I found myself calmer, less likely to rage
when the world and myself weren’t on the same page.

So I sit with this thought going round in my brain:
Should I get up and get moving again?
If I don’t like it, if it’s too big a pain,
I can simply stop and lie down again.

It’s time to regain control of my fate
and while this may be a shock—
I’m ending this poem and getting my shoes
for a walk around the block.
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Nothing feels better than feeling 
better feels. 

You must be feeling better if you want to be more 
physically fit. Exercise can make you feel better 
emotionally, physically, and spiritually. Celebrate the 
fact that you are well enough to think about exercising.

In starting an exercise program, you may see 
yourself in one of the following ways:

• Your get-up-and-go has got up and gone! 
You might be in any stage of treatment. You’re 
tired and you hope that, by initiating an 
exercise program, you might develop more 
strength and stamina.

• You used to be in fairly good shape. Since your 
cancer diagnosis, you’ve lost a lot of your athletic 
prowess and fitness. You want to get that back!

• You’ve never been very athletic but recently 
your oncologist told you that you should begin 
an exercise program. You really don’t know 
where to begin.

• It’s taken years to get out of shape and you’re 
frightened that it will take a while to get into 
good physical condition, especially following 
cancer treatment.

    ongratulations!
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Many books on exercise and fitness state that “all” 
one has to do is work out four times a week. To 
many, that seems overwhelming. The American 
Cancer Society has recommended that adults 
engage in at least 150 minutes of moderate intensity 
or 75 minutes of vigorous intensity activity each 
week (or a combination of these), preferably spread 
throughout the week.1 

How can you begin to meet these guidelines? If you 
want to become more fit, where do you start?  

How in the world can it make you feel better?
Since you sweat and just get wetter and wetter?

It’s supposed to calm you—make you chill;
Well, calisthenics make me ill.

Susan Karlen Mayer
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 People who have gone through cancer 
treatment should talk with their healthcare providers 
before beginning exercise programs. Your care 
may be managed by a medical oncologist, an 
oncology nurse specialist, a hematologist, a primary 
care physician, or a physician’s assistant. You may 
be able to communicate best with another person 
on your oncology healthcare team. Ultimately, a 
physician should determine whether you can begin 
an exercise program. There are some instances 
when a cancer survivor should not exercise.

Your healthcare provider may know of resources 
in your community that are geared for cancer 
survivors. There may be some precautions you may 
want to know before working out. Sometimes a stress 
test will be recommended. A formal evaluation by 
a physical therapist and/or an exercise physiologist 
might also be appropriate.  

        our Personal
Healthcare Provider
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    egin
Most likely, you already know 

the benefits of exercise but you may have problems 
getting motivated to start. It is difficult to decide how 
to exercise, the amount of activity that is just right, 
and the time of day that works best. These questions 
can only be answered by you. Your program must fit 
your lifestyle and personal expectations. 

Begin by noting your own definition of exercise. If you 
have never exercised before or have low endurance, 
your fitness goals may be different from someone who 
is more physically active. 

Depending on your level of fitness, exercise can include 
meeting a friend for coffee, baking cookies, going for 
a walk, dancing in your living room, snapping photos, 
scattering crumbs for the birds, walking along the 
beach, flying a kite, shooting baskets, riding a bike, 
skipping around the yard, or taking 
the scenic route. You might want to 
save all your strength for one major 
event like going to the park with 
your grandchildren, 
enjoying a baseball 
game, or joining a 
friend for dinner.  
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Reasons not to exercise abound. 
Many feel that their bodies have been through 
so much during treatment that they can’t stand 
the impact of working out. Others feel tired and 
question whether they have the energy 
to exercise. Some feel they don’t have 
the time, don’t like to sweat, fear 
they might hurt themselves, are 
just not interested, want to be 
with their family members, or 
share a plethora of other reasons. 
Whatever your explanation, it’s valid 
for you. If you want to change this 
opinion, the challenge is to find a way 
to exercise that fits into your lifestyle, is 
enjoyable, and that works.

It might be helpful to understand the 
benefits of exercise. Scientists continue to research its 
connection to health, and disease risk. Exercise has 
been shown to reduce the risk of diabetes and certain 
types of cancer. Several studies have shown that 
those who exercise have other good health habits. 
They tend to drink less alcohol, eat healthier food, 
smoke less if at all, take more vitamin supplements, 
and take better overall care of their health.2

      Don’t Wanna!
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A widely publicized report from the Harvard School 
of Public Health stated that over 2.4 million cancer 
deaths world-wide could be avoided each year 
by using affordable prevention interventions.3 A 
growing body of research supports the idea that 
changing lifestyle patterns can affect prognosis 
in cancer patients. These factors include smoking 
cessation, proper diet, and daily exercise.4 If 
physical activity can play a role in preventing 
cancer, couldn’t it also affect a person’s recovery 
from treatment? Growing scientific evidence 
suggests that physically fit cancer patients can fight 
the disease better, improve their quality of life, and 
maybe even live longer.5

Strong muscles protect bone by acting as shock 
absorbers, and reduce the risk of fracture. Achieving 
better balance can prevent falls. Good circulation 
reduces the risk of blood clots. Exercise encourages 
the flow of lymphatic fluids and improves immune 
defenses. It also produces adrenaline which acts as 
a natural decongestant that can help clear sinuses 
and bronchial airways. With exercise, it’s also easier 
to maintain your ideal weight.

Heart disease is the No. 1 cause of death (one out 
of four) for men and women in the United States. 
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According to the New York State Department of 
Health, approximately 35 percent of the heart 
disease mortality is due to physical inactivity.6 
Even moderate exercise can help you beat these 
odds, boost your HDL (good cholesterol), aid the 
circulatory system, lower blood pressure, and 
reduce your risk for heart disease, heart attack, 
and stroke. A fit person has greater cardiovascular 
endurance and muscular strength. 

Many people applaud exercise as a means of 
increasing their strength, making them feel happier, 
and instilling hope. People who are fit often have 
a more positive outlook on life, experience less 
fatigue, sleep better, and face problems in a more 
relaxed manner.  

Ode to My Cancer
I really don’t like this disease

I think I would rather have fleas;
Fleas they will tease you,

And greatly displease you,
But they won’t bring you down to your knees.

Susan Karlen Mayer
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Where do you begin? What sport do 
you decide to embrace? Do you want to do it alone 
or in a group? What works best with your lifestyle 
and schedule? You might want to find a partner 
to make the experience even better. People who 
exercise together build friendships and develop 
an appreciation for the uniqueness of others. 
Support from your family and friends help make the 
experience more enjoyable. Your companion can 
even be your family pet.

Choose your activity. What form of exercise do you 
enjoy? What interests you? Some like consistency 
in their routine; others seek variety in the exercise 
they do and where they do it. After the activity, ask 
yourself how much fun you had. On a scale of one 
to ten, how would you rank the activity?  Write your 
level of fun on the Daily Exercise Plan included at 
the end of the book.

       ow You’re Ready
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Beginning an exercise program involves taking a 
reasonable risk. It involves change, which may be 
positive, but it can also cause anxiety. Give yourself 
time to adapt. With proper instruction and practice, 
your body should eventually  
develop the skills  
needed for  
the activity.  
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It’s wise to begin with a warm-up, 
which allows the heart rate to change incrementally 
and the muscles to adapt. This might be as simple as 
walking in place or moving your arms up and down. 
This simple activity prepares your body for exercise 
by increasing blood flow to the working muscles and 
connective tissue. The duration of the warm-up will 
depend on the intensity of your workout as well as 
your own fitness level. 

After the aerobic warm-up activity, incorporate 
flexibility or stretching exercises. Stretching muscles 
after warming them up with low-intensity aerobic 
activity will produce a better stretch since the rise 
in muscle temperature and circulation increases 
muscle elasticity, making them more pliable. 
Stretching increases flexibility and may prevent 
muscle strain. Never bounce or force a stretch. 
Hold for about fifteen to twenty seconds—to 
mild discomfort, not pain—to enhance flexibility. 
Stretching should be relaxing, not painful.  

    arming Up
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If you have been very ill or 
have not been exercising on 

a regular basis, walking for five 
minutes, turning around and walking back might be 
a realistic goal. Then try to do it twice a day. Start 
exercising slowly and build your strength gradually. 
Don’t be surprised if you have some good days 
and some bad days. In fact, most athletes alternate 
“hard” days with “easy” days in their training plans. 

If you are able to build up endurance without 
problems, increase the time you exercise by no 
more than 10% each week. In other words, if you 
walk for fifteen minutes three times a week—a total 
of 45 minutes—don’t walk more than a total of fifty 
minutes next week.  

More is not necessarily better. Women who exercise 
beyond the American College of Sports Medicine 
(ACSM) guidelines for cancer survivors7 do not rank 
higher on measures of cardiovascular fitness or fat 
loss than women who follow their guidelines. 

M.D. Holmes, in the Journal of the American 
Medical Association, reported that physical activity 
after a breast cancer diagnosis may reduce the 
risk of death from this disease. He found that the 

    tart Slowly
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greatest benefit occurred in women who walked 
three to five hours per week at an average pace. 
Additional hours of activity or an increased pace 
did not seem to improve their survival rate.8

While it is important to exercise regularly, don’t 
hesitate to take a day or two off. Your body 
needs time to adjust to the physiological changes 
occurring in your body. Muscle takes time to 
repair and rebuild. Rest also aids in the removal 
of metabolic waste products such as lactic acid, 
the chemical responsible for muscle soreness 
and fatigue. You need rest to perform your best. 
Remember that there is a fine balance between 
too much and not enough exercise. As your level 
of confidence and fitness improves, doing an 
activity more often actually becomes feasible 
and enjoyable.

 If you work too hard and get your heart rate up too 
high, you will fatigue rapidly and be unable to keep 
up your activity. If you have access to a heart rate 
monitor, it can be a great tool to help you achieve 
your fitness goals. On days when you are tired or 
stressed, you may notice that your resting heart rate 
is higher than usual. This normal response is your 
body’s signal to proceed more slowly. 
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One aim of exercise is to increase your body’s 
capacity to utilize oxygen and to increase the 
capability of your heart and circulatory system to 
supply blood and oxygen to all organs and tissues. 
You might want to monitor your heart rate by 
checking your pulse or using a heart rate monitor. 
They can be purchased for as little as $39. Visit 
http://www.rei.com/learn/expert-advice/heart-rate-
monitor.html for more information.

Sally Edwards, the CIO (Chief Inspirational Officer) 
to thousands of triathletes, has volunteered to 
finish last in hundreds of triathlons so that no other 
woman has to have that position. A passionate 
supporter of fitness for women cancer survivors, 
she feels that heart zone training is an ideal way to 
achieve overall fitness. Each person has his or her 
own individualized maximum heart rate, resting 
rate, and optimal workout rate. There are numerous 
ways to identify these levels. For more information, 
visit her web site at www.HowToBeFit.com/five-
heart-rate-zones.htm.  
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 How will you know if you 
have worked out enough or too much? If you have 
exercised at the proper intensity, you should feel 
energized, not exhausted, afterwards. Some muscle 
soreness is natural with a new activity. 

Identify what hurts. Is there pain or swelling in your 
joints? How’s your technique? Your posture? Are 
you wearing the proper clothing and footwear?  
Perhaps the activity needs to be modified to 
suit your needs. If you experience soreness 
that persists longer than 72 hours, contact your 
healthcare provider.

Your body can give you warnings when you exercise 
too much. Ask yourself the following questions. They 
can help you determine whether you exercised too 
little, too much, or just right.

• Did you feel energized and a little hungry after 
your workout?

• Were you sweating?
• Was your heart rate and breathing noticeably 

faster than usual?
• Could you feel your mood lift?
• Did you want to keep on going because you 

were not bored or stressed?

      ches
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If you answered “yes” to the previous questions, you 
exercised to the correct extent. 

Now ask yourself:

• Were you unable to recover from your workout, 
either because you were tired or sore?

• Did you experience persistent aches and 
pains?

• Did your pulse stay elevated for a long time, 
after you completed your exercise routine? 

• How long did it take for your heart rate to 
return to your normal range?

• Did you lack interest in exercising on the 
following day because of pain from the 
previous day?

If you answered “yes” to any of these questions, you 
exercised too much. Be careful the next time you 
work out. Make sure your routine isn’t too rigorous.

You might want to keep track of your level of exertion 
using a ten-point scale.  Write this level on the Daily 
Exercise Plan included at the end of this book.
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Cancer pain may be a sign of the progression of 
disease or occur as a side effect of treatment. 
Surgery is often painful. Radiation therapy 
may cause burning sensations or painful scars. 
Chemotherapy may leave painful side effects.9 

The pain one experiences because of disease or 
treatment is not the same as pain following routine 
exercise. The pain may be dull, achy or sharp, 
constant, intermittent, mild, moderate, or severe. 
It can also be a combination of these. If you are 
experiencing cancer pain, it is important to talk with 
your healthcare provider. You may need a referral to 
a pain specialist or a change in your medications.

Your answers to some questions may be helpful.

• Does exercise help relieve the pain? 
• Make it worse? 
• Is it worse at different times of the day? 
• Does the pain wake you up at night?  
• Does anything help? 

People with cancer pain often are frightened. 
They choose not to talk about their pain for fear 
that it is an indication of advanced disease. 
Increased mobility can sometimes reduce pain. 
Physical therapists can provide exercise programs 

  ain
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to restore strength, increase range of motion, and 
improve endurance. Other physical exercises, 
such as walking and programs provided in fitness 
centers, may be beneficial. Weights, upper and 
lower extremity fitness equipment, TENS units, pool 
therapy, myofacial release, therapeutic touch, 
ultrasound, treadmills, exercise bikes, and universal 
gyms—all could be appropriate in treating 
people with cancer pain, as long as the program 
is individualized for the specific person. Talk to 
your healthcare provider about the possibility of a 
physical therapy consult. It will help your physician 
develop your treatment plan if you can identify 
your pain level. Record this level in the Daily 
Exercise Plan provided at the end of the book.



 29 Exercise for Cancer Patients 

    For decades, people going through 
cancer treatment have apologized for, complained 
of, and joked about mental cloudiness.  Patients 
often call this “chemobrain”; healthcare providers 
usually refer to it as “mild cognitive impairment.”  
Most define it as having trouble remembering 
details, concentrating, finishing tasks, multi-tasking, 
being organized, and maintaining their daily 
calendars of events.  For some the effects happen 
quickly and last a short time; others have long-term 
limitations.  These sometimes vague and frustrating 
changes are real, not imagined, and can affect 
everyday life for many people.

A study at MD Anderson reported that even five 
minutes of mild to moderate activity a day might 
improve mental function.  Physical activity is not 
only good for your body; it also helps improve your 
mental clarity and mood.10  

Exercising your brain through memory aids can help.  
Speech-language pathologists specialize in treating 
cognitive dysfunction.  They can help you manage 
your limitations.  Talk with your healthcare provider 

xercise Your Brain
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about the possibility of a referral to a speech-
language pathologist who specializes in treating 
people with mild cognitive impairment.

The American Cancer Society has excellent 
information on chemobrain.  Visit their web 
site at http://www.cancer.org/treatment/
treatmentsandsideeffects/physicalsideeffects/
chemotherapyeffects/chemo-brain.

Do you know that weary feeling  
when your mind is strangely strangled.

And your head is like a ball of wool  
that’s very, very tangled;

And the tempo of your thinking  
must be lenient and mild,

As though you were explaining  
to a very little child.

 
www.sophilos.net/GrooksofPietHein
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Virtually all patients expect fatigue from cancer 
therapy. Up to 90% of patients treated with radiation 
and up to 80% of those treated with chemotherapy 
complain of fatigue.10 Symptoms may be a sign of 
the cancer itself or a side effect from cancer therapy. 
Surprisingly, relief is not always achieved with bed 
rest. Besides tiredness, symptoms of fatigue can 
include nausea, stress, depression, anxiety, change 
in activity level or rest patterns, loss of appetite, and 
weight changes. Many cancer patients are more 
concerned about fatigue than they are about the 
cancer pain. Exercise has been helpful for many. The 
following questions might help you evaluate your 
energy level and plan a way to maximize it.11

• How long have you felt this way?
• Does rest help?
• When does it most often occur?
• What activities does it stop you from doing?
• When do you feel the best? 
• How physically active are you?
• Have you spoken with your healthcare provider 

about your energy level?
• Does exercise help or hinder?
• Have you experienced a significant change in 

weight—either gain or loss?

   atigue
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• Could fatigue be a complication of medications?
• Is the fatigue due to the disease process? 
• Does it interfere with your sleep? 
• Does it make you more worried or concerned? 
• Do you have difficulty concentrating or 

remembering?
• What have you tried that has helped?
• How long was it effective? 
• If it is no longer helpful, what change has 

happened to make it no longer work?

If you are experiencing fatigue, talk with your 
healthcare provider to determine whether 
medications may help your symptoms. The following 
tips may be helpful:

• Avoid lying in bed at night when alert, tossing 
and turning.

• When you can’t sleep, get out of bed and go to 
a different room. Don’t read or watch TV in bed.

• Sometimes it is helpful to take a shower or hot 
bath in the middle of the night. When you 
return to bed, you may sleep better.

• Consider playing music or listening to tapes 
that might put you to sleep.

• Avoid eating sugar, especially chocolate, prior 
to bedtime.

Instead of counting sheep, you might want to list three 
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beautiful things you saw that day. Once you have 
identified them, add three sounds you remember 
hearing, three feelings you are experiencing at the 
present moment, and three things for which you are 
thankful. If you are still awake, list five beautiful things 
you saw that day, five sounds you remember hearing, 
five feelings you are experiencing, and five things for 
which you are thankful. Listing these items often helps 
direct your thoughts from worries to gratitude and 
results in a peaceful sleep. 

Write down worries that keep you from sleeping. 
Identify those beyond your control. When you can’t 
sleep, get out of bed, read your list, acknowledge 
those that you cannot alter. For the items where you 
can make a difference, think about what you can do. 
Think also about what you could do, but choose not to.

Log your levels of fatigue. On a scale of one to 
ten, how tired are you? Write your level of fatigue 
on the Daily Exercise Plan included at the end 
of this book. Monitor your changes. Hopefully, 
this log will show your improvements over time, 
indicating that your exercise has been helpful.12  
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As you have most likely 
learned during your cancer treatment, laboratory 
tests are extremely important to your recovery. 
They offer guidelines to your physician regarding 
treatment. In starting an exercise program, it is 
important to know the answers to the following:

Q Why are platelets important? 
A Low platelet levels (thrombocytopenia) might 

contribute to excessive bruising and fatigue.

Q Why is it important to know whether you have a 
low white blood cell count (neutropenia)?

A You might be at increased risk for infection. 
The intensity of your exercise might need to 
be altered. Some treatment modalities might 
not be appropriate, for example, swimming in 
a community pool. If you are at severe risk for 
infection, you may not be able to leave your 
home environment. 

Q Why is it relevant to know if you have a low red 
blood cell count (anemia)? 

A Anemia will limit the intensity of your workout. Be 
especially aware of shortness of breath, numbness, 
tingling, and joint pain. 

Talk with your healthcare provider regarding your lab 
levels to identify any limitations you may have in exercising.  

   ab Levels
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 Don’t begin your exercise program  
alone or in isolated areas. If you exercise outside 
your home, never walk the same course each time. 
Vary your route. Carry identification, money, and 
your cell phone. Have a back-up plan for getting 
home if you become tired. 

Wear sun screen. Protection from ultraviolet (UV) 
radiation is important all year round, not just during 
the summer or at the beach. UV rays from the sun 
can reach you on cloudy and hazy days, as well 
as bright and sunny days. UV rays reflect off water, 
cement, sand, and snow. Be especially cautious 
between 10 a.m. and 4 p.m. The Center for Disease 
Control recommends easy options for protection 
from UV radiation:

• Use sunscreen with sun protective factor (SPF) 
15 or higher, and both UVA and UVB protection.

• Seek shade, especially during midday hours.
• Wear clothing to protect your exposed skin.
• Wear a hat with a wide brim to shade your 

face, head, ears, and neck.
• Use sunglasses that wrap around and block as close 

to 100% of both UVA and UVB rays as possible.
• Avoid indoor tanning.13

    ake Care



 Exercise for Cancer Patients 36

Stay comfortable and cool. Carry a water bottle. 
Adequate hydration is very important. Do not wait 
until you are thirsty to drink. By the time you actually 
feel thirsty, you may be dehydrated. Always drink 
more than thirst demands. Symptoms of dehydration 
include feelings of listlessness, general fatigue, 
muscle fatigue, heat intolerance, light-headedness, 
headache, and low volumes of dark yellow urine.

Dress for success! Athletic footwear can make a 
huge difference in comfort and enjoyment. In cold 
weather, it is wise to layer your clothing.  Wear 
fabrics that wick the sweat away from your skin and 
help keep you dry. If you are walking in the early 
morning or evening, wear clothing that makes you 
visible in traffic. Try to breathe through your nose to 
warm and moisturize incoming air. On cold days you 
might want to wear a scarf or surgical mask. Always 
wear a helmet when bicycling.

• Don’t forget to practice good home safety. 
• Keep walking areas free from objects, 

especially those that could trip you.
• Have adequate lighting.
• Rugs are often called “throw rugs.” They 

should be thrown away, as they may 
contribute to a fall.
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• Keep electrical cords out of the way of traffic 
areas.

• Try to avoid walking in stocking feet, loose 
slippers, or bare feet. 

• Use rubber strips in the bathtub and shower.
• Be cautious on walkways that are wet or on 

uneven ground.
• Be practical. 
• Don’t take on more than you think is possible. 
• Focus on safety.  

You say it feels good to exercise?
I say that sounds like a pack of lies!

How can exercise be good for stress
When it leaves your hair in a terrible mess.

Susan Karlen Mayer
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Eating well is especially important. 
Increase the amount of fruits, vegetables, and 
whole grains that you eat. Fresh or frozen foods 
are preferable to canned or packaged ones. Try 
to avoid foods that have been salt-cured, pickled, 
or smoked. Eat foods high in fiber. Read labels 
carefully for fat, sugar, and sodium content. Eat 
less red meat and more fish and skinless poultry. 
If you drink alcohol, it should be consumed in 
moderation. Tobacco, in any form, should be 
avoided. Eat breakfast every day. Additional 
advice is available from a registered dietitian, 
nutritionist, or health coach. 

People vary on what they like to eat before a 
workout. If exercising in the morning, some only 
want to drink water; others eat a moderate 
breakfast and wait a couple of hours before they 
begin their regimen. Find out what works best for 
you. You might find that it’s wise to plan the time 
you eat your meals to provide optimal energy  
for exercise. 

Years ago people were reticent to tell their 
physicians if they were taking vitamins or 
supplements. Today, most doctors want to know 

         ealthy Eating
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which supplements their patients are taking. 
Consult your healthcare provider before taking a 
supplement because there could be side effects 
with your medications.

Weight gain often occurs in women who are 
undergoing treatment for breast cancer. People 
often think that those on chemotherapy lose weight 
due to nausea and decreased appetite; this is 
generally not the case. Women who gain weight 
after diagnosis have poorer survival rates compared 
to women whose weight remains stable. Exercise 
can help guard against weight gain that occurs as 
a result of cancer treatment.14 

Physically fit people can be overweight.  Some who 
think they are in excellent physical condition may 
actually be underweight and unhealthy.  

Extensive information is available on the internet. 
Numerous nutritional fads exist. One beneficial web 
site is IntentionalHealthCoach.com. 
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The following chart depicts this perspective.  Try to 
figure out where you fit in this chart.
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Journal your goals and daily 
plans. Goals are quantifiable and objective. Refer 
to page 51 for examples. Daily plans are suggested 
ways to achieve your goals. What do you want 
to accomplish by starting an exercise program? 
Making weekly, monthly, short-term, and long-term 
goals may help you gain your best fitness level.  
Whatever your goal, it must be individualized to 
what you hope to accomplish, not what others wish 
for you or for themselves. Some exercise goals may 
be accomplished in a short period of time; others 
might require a longer commitment. Some long-
term goals may be an extension of a shorter goal. 

If you have never exercised or if you have low 
energy or endurance because you’ve been ill, 
your fitness goals may be different from someone 
who is more physically active. You also may share 
the common goals of improving your sense of 
well-being, changing your sleep patterns and 
appetite, decreasing discomfort from joint stiffness 
and muscle tension, and increasing your strength, 
endurance, and flexibility. A worksheet to help 
you identify your goals is included at the end 
of this book. For a printable version, visit www.
FeistyFitFemales.org. Click on Exercise Guidelines.

   ournal
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Daily plans are different from your goals because 
plans may change based on how you feel at the 
moment. Write your daily plan using a pencil with an 
eraser. If you are using a laptop, feel free to hit the 
delete key and send some into cyberspace. Don’t 
feel depressed if you can’t complete a daily activity. 
If you feel ill the day you plan to exercise, modify 
your plan for the day. You might want to cancel 
the activity or complete it on an easier level. If your 
daily plans are attainable, the possibility of reaching 
them is more realistic. 

When you finish exercising, write down your 
accomplishments in the log provided at the end 
of this book. A completed sample is shown at the 
end of this book.  For a printable version, visit www.
FeistyFitFemales.org. Click on Exercise Guidelines.

Logs in other styles are available at many bookstores 
and on-line. You might want to develop your 
own form, using an Excel spreadsheet. You could 
expand it to include all sorts of columns. What was 
the easiest part of the workout? How does today 
compare with previous days? If it is harder today, 
think about why. Was your diet a contributor? Did 
you recently have a medical procedure that threw 
you for a loop? Did something happen to make you 
sad? Log these comments.  
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What did you enjoy most? Did you exercise with 
a friend, was the weather especially nice, or did 
you just generally feel well? You might also want to 
journal your thoughts and observations. 

Mobile technology has hit the fitness world! 
Numerous apps are available to motivate you to 
work out, to log your physical activities, to calculate 
your Body Mass Index, to monitor your food intake, 
and to help with weight loss. You can even do 
yoga by using an app on your cell phone. For a list 
of current apps that might fit your needs, google 
fitness apps. You will be amazed by the amount of 
resources available. Many are even free.

If your personal plan of exercise doesn’t work, keep 
revising it until it does. You might need to change 
the type of activity, the time, or the intensity until you 
find a plan that works for you. Remember, there are 
resources and people to help keep you motivated 
as you achieve your goals.  
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Your body has been through a lot since your cancer 
diagnosis.   Are there ways in which this journey 
has enhanced your life?  It may be helpful to do 
an inventory of your body.  The Institute for Life 
and Care posed the following questions. For more 
information, feel free to visit www.LifeandCare.org.

I am thankful that my body has helped me:  

___________________________________________________

My favorite physical sensations include:  

___________________________________________________

I am most comfortable when I: 

___________________________________________________

My body has:  

___________________________________________________

The physical activity that is most spiritual for me is:  

___________________________________________________

Holocaust survivor, Elie Wiesel, penned, “No one is as 
capable of gratitude as one who has emerged from 
the kingdom of night.” Exercise can help you see 
some of the benefits of this experience and welcome 
the new dawn. www.NobelPrize.org/nobel_prizes/
peace/laureates/1986/wiesel-acceptance.html.  

       ratitude
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A physical therapist, a 
personal trainer, a coach, an exercise physiologist, 
or a fitness instructor can work with you to identify 
your goals, help you achieve them, and make the 
journey more enjoyable. They might introduce you to 
techniques, classes, and sports that you would not 
consider without their input.

They may encourage you to build up your muscles 
by strength or resistance training. It is important to 
complement cardiovascular training with stretching 
and resistance training. Strength training uses either 
the body’s own weight or the resistance provided 
by weights or bands to apply stress to the bones by 
way of the muscles. Muscle strengthening increases 
your muscle mass, which boosts your body’s resting 
metabolic rate. It helps you burn calories more 
efficiently and keeps your blood sugar in check. 

Many fear working out because they incorrectly believe 
that exercise increases their risk of lymphedema.  
This side effect of cancer treatment results in 
swelling around the treated extremity. Physical and 
occupational therapists can assess your risk, provide 
valuable suggestions on how to exercise safely, and 
implement a treatment plan, if necessary. For more 
information, visit OncologyRehab.net.

      -tra Help
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Weight lifting may reduce the symptoms of 
lymphedema in women diagnosed with breast 
cancer. For decades, cancer survivors were told to 
avoid heavy lifting; however, when done properly, 
weight lifting can be a safe activity.15

Before initiating a weight program, become familiar 
with the equipment. Attend a training session or get 
help from an instructor or weight trainer. Warm up your 
arms and legs before you lift weights. Only you can 
determine how much weight you can lift. Rest between 
sets and try to breathe naturally during the exercise. 
Lift and lower slowly and smoothly. Exhale as you lift; 
inhale as you lower the weight. Stop if you feel any 
pain. Sore joints mean you have overdone it. You might 
want to stretch after your workout, to increase flexibility.

Water or pool exercises may restore mobility, build 
strength, and increase endurance. The buoyancy 
of water reduces the stress on weight-bearing joints, 
bones, and muscles. For this reason, it is unlikely that 
a water workout will result in an injury or leave you 
with sore muscles. Water exercise can encompass all 
of the components of fitness: cardiovascular fitness, 
muscular strength and endurance, and flexibility. 
Many classes are suitable for non-swimmers and are 
offered at indoor and outdoor sites.  
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Many have learned that a calm 
mind and a comfortable body can transform the 
cancer experience. They seek help from resources 
beyond the confines of traditional medicine. Energy 
therapies, including Reiki and Healing Touch, are 
holistic treatments that support the mind, body, and 
spirit. They complement traditional medical care. For 
cancer patients, sessions can help reduce fatigue, 
sleeplessness, anxiety, and nausea. Participants 
often report improved mental clarity and a sense 
of peace and well-being. Visit LifeSparkNow.org for 
more information.

Stretching, yoga, tai chi, Qui gong, and Pilates 
can improve balance and flexibility. Acupuncture, 
biofeedback, chiropractic medicine, and massage 
can also be helpful. Meditation can help you gain 
a new perspective in stressful situations, build skills 
to manage stress, increase self-awareness, help you 
focus on the present, and reduce negative emotions. 

Cassileth and Deng reported that people who seek 
additional therapies are better educated, of higher 
socioeconomic status, female, and younger than 
those who do not. They are more health conscious 
and utilize more mainstream medical services than 
people who do not use these therapies.16  

         ther Therapies
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Your regimen may become 
sporadic. Don’t be down on yourself. Staying with 
an exercise routine is more difficult than initiating 
an exercise program. People discontinue exercising 
for numerous reasons. Some don’t notice significant 
benefits from the program. Others experience an 
injury. Activities other than exercising may take 
priority. The exercise program may not have been 
fun. Maybe it was too challenging or too easy. 
Somehow it didn’t fit into your lifestyle or provide 
sufficient rewards. 

Try to figure out what you need to do to make 
it work. Make the changes so that the program 
enhances your life. Be gentle with yourself. You have 
experienced a lot during your cancer treatment. 
Be thankful for the health you have today.  

      ang In There!
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Applaud yourself and pat yourself on the back for a 
job well done!  
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     eeping Track
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      y Exercise Goals
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