How exercise can decrease the risk of
breast cancer
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Breast cancer is the second most common cancer among women after skin cancer. The chances
that any woman may die due to breast cancer are 1 in 39 in the US. Yes, these numbers are
massive and cause for concern’.

Each year, about 287 000 new breast cancer cases are diagnosed in the US, and about 43,000
breast cancer-related deaths. However, things are not that gloomy, and about 3.8 million breast
cancer survivors live in the US'.

Breast cancer is generally first diagnosed after the age of 60. It means that the risk of breast
cancer increases significantly after menopause. Hence, postmenopausal women must regularly
undergo annual checkups.

Though breast cancer is first diagnosed in middle-aged and older women, it occurs due to
changes in the body that start happening much earlier. Therefore, the earlier one starts
exercising, the better it is. Dietary measures and exercise are among the most effective ways to
prevent breast cancer.



Can exercise reduce breast cancer risk?

It is a valid question if exercise can really reduce breast cancer risk. However, before we look
into the evidence, it is vital to understand that multiple risk factors are associated with breast
cancer. Some, like genetics and aging, cannot be altered. However, like most cancers, it also has
much to do with lifestyle choices. Breast cancer risk is also higher in those with a sedentary
lifestyle.

There are already studies that show exercise benefits. One of the most extensive meta-analyses
that looked into 38 studies that included 116,304 breast cancer cases found that those who
exercised regularly had a significantly lower risk of breast cancer. It appears that 150 min a week
of exercise may reduce breast cancer risk by 9% and by 18% in those who did not opt for
hormone replacement therapy (HRT)?.

Further, studies show that it is never late to start exercising. Exercise is also good for preventing
breast cancer in postmenopausal women. The most extensive studies that followed-up 95,396
women for 20 years found that breast cancer was more likely to occur in those with sedentary
lifestyles, and exercise significantly reduced breast cancer risk’.

How does exercise decrease the risk of breast cancer?
Exercise helps reduce breast cancer risk in more than one way. First, if one exercises
consistently, it results in many changes in the body.

Exercise helps improve hormone levels

One of the main reasons breast cancer occurs in postmenopausal women is the high level of
freely circulating sex hormones like estrogens, progesterone, androgens, and even growth
factors. Studies suggest that regular exercise reduces the level of circulating hormones, thus
reducing the risk of breast cancer”.

Exercise prevents insulin resistance

Those who do not exercise are more likely to develop insulin resistance. As a result, these
individuals may have higher blood glucose and insulin levels. Studies suggest that insulin
resistance may increase breast cancer risk by 30-60%".

Such a risk may be even higher in postmenopausal women, as one can understand that cancer
risk also increases with hormonal changes and aging. Additionally, middle-aged and older women
are more likely to be obese.

Exercise reduces inflammation

Exercise also reduces low-grade chronic inflammation. It can also boost immune responses.
Those who exercise are less likely to have various chronic inflammatory conditions. They also
have better immune responses.

In recent years, researchers have started understanding that low-level inflammation is a sign of
immune dysregulation. This ultimately increases the risk of many health conditions, including
cancers.

Exercise improves metabolic health

In the US, women are more likely to have metabolic health issues in middle age and later. Some
of the common signs of metabolic health issues are obesity, high level of bad cholesterol, high
blood pressure, insulin resistance, and much more.



Many studies show that BMI greater than 30 or obesity is associated with higher breast cancer
risk. There are many reasons for increased risk, like higher inflammation, altered immunity,
insulin resistance, and changes in hormonal health.

Exercise is one of the most effective ways of improving metabolic health. It helps even when all
other measures fail. Moreover, it is worth understanding that medications have a limited role in
managing metabolic syndrome.

Therefore, to reduce breast cancer risk, one should exercise 150-300 minutes a week, reduce
body mass, and control blood pressure. In addition, keeping cholesterol levels in check is also
essential, as high cholesterol indicates poor metabolic health.

Exercise slows down aging
No one can stop time, but one can slow down aging and even reverse metabolic aging. There are
many mobile apps these days that show metabolic age. If metabolic age is lower than true age, it

means that one is healthy and at a lower risk of any kind of cancer, including breast cancer’.

Exercise reduces stress & mood disorders

No one can negate that exercise can improve mood, reduce anxiety, and even help counter
depression. However, mood disorders would ultimately affect health and immunity and increase
cancer risk.

These days, chronic stress is especially common. Studies show that those with higher stress
hormone levels, that is, with elevated cortisol levels, are at an increased risk of breast cancer
irrespective of sex hormone level®.

Exercise not only reduces the stress hormone level but also increases endorphins, which means
less inflammation, pain, fatigue, and better mood. Endorphins can also help prevent cancer®.



Conclusion

Breast cancer occurs for many reasons like inflammation, altered immune responses, aging, and

genetic causes. Exercise can modulate some of these factors. Studies suggest that they might help

reduce breast cancer risk by as much as 20%, which is massive.

Additionally, one should not forget that exercise prevents breast cancer and is one of the most

effective ways of reversing age and preventing different cancers and other ailments.
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