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Fighting cancer one workout at a time

In your work as a fitness professional, there’s no doubt 

you’ve met many people whose lives have been impacted 

by cancer. Its threat is so ever present in our modern world 

that up to one in four adults express excessive worry  

about its potential onset. However, research suggests that 

regular exercise can keep these kinds of health anxieties at 

bay. That’s why it’s so important to remind the people you 

work with that exercise is an essential proactive measure 

when it comes to staying healthy.

Reducing Risk

The idea that exercise reduces cancer risk is supported 

by large-scale studies. For instance, research on over 

750,000 individuals from Europe, Australia and North 

America suggests that cancer susceptibility is lower in 

individuals who reach certain physical activity goals.  

This means a minimum of 2.5 hours per week of  

moderate to vigorous physical activity, or about  

30 minutes of exercise per day.

This minimum “dose” is associated with a 10% lower risk 

of breast cancer and 27% lower risk of liver cancer. It also 

correlates to a significantly lower risk of endometrial and 

kidney cancer. What’s more, studies in older men indicate 

that this level of activity can reduce the risk of high-grade, 

advanced or fatal prostate cancer by almost 70%.
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Activating Immune Cells

But how, exactly, does exercise fight cancer? The secret is 

the immune system’s natural killer cells, grimly named  

cells with amazing benefits. As a workout begins, some 

of the exerkines released improve immune surveillance. 

Adrenaline (epinephrine) from the adrenal glands elevates 

the heart rate while also mobilizing natural killer cells 

throughout the body. At the same time, IL-6 released from 

contracting muscles mobilizes natural killer and dendritic 

cells. These immune cells are activated to seek out and  

destroy mutant cells, infiltrating tumors throughout the 

body. Decades of research confirm that “one of the most 

potent stimuli to recruit immune cells to the circulation  

is exercise.”

Immediate & Lasting Benefits

In addition to the same-day immune system advantages of 

exercise, accumulating benefits also occur. With repeated 

workouts, the energy-producing mitochondria throughout 

the body grow and multiply. And immune cells also  

experience this energy boost! 

To demonstrate this effect, a recent study exposed a group 

of sedentary individuals to regular exercise for six weeks. 

The health of their natural killer cells was assessed  

before and after the intervention, revealing significant  

improvements in their ability to create energy as well  

as their tumor-fighting capacity. 

It’s Never Too Late

It’s important to note that the earlier in life people make 

regular exercise a habit, the more they’re lowering their 

cancer risk. Yet starting exercise at any age changes the 

body in ways that lower cancer risk. For example, studies 

on men in their 60s and 70s indicate that immediately after 

a workout, factors in the blood circulate that inhibit the 

growth of cancer cells.

Exercise That Inspires

As we enter the calendar’s cancer awareness months,  

let’s remind all the people we work with about the  

connection between exercise, immune system health  

and cancer prevention. While virtually everyone’s life has 

been touched by cancer, you can empower your people  

to stay positive by making frequent exercise a part of  

their lifestyle. You won’t just inspire regular visits to  

your fitness facility — you’ll also inspire hope. 
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United States Awareness Months:

• September: Prostate Cancer

• October: Breast Cancer

• November: Lung Cancer

World Cancer Day: February 4

Movember: Taking place in November, 
this global movement involves growing 
mustaches to raise awareness for men’s 
health issues, including prostate cancer.

FIGHTING CANCER©2024 MATRIX FITNESS 2

https://linkinghub.elsevier.com/retrieve/pii/S0889159121002749
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s40279-020-01402-9
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6694/13/3/394
https://www.mdpi.com/2072-6694/13/3/394
https://physoc.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1113/EP088864
https://physoc.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1113/EP088864
https://physoc.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1113/EP088864
https://journals.lww.com/acsm-msse/fulltext/2022/05000/exercise_training_improves_mitochondrial.5.aspx
https://academic.oup.com/nutritionreviews/article/78/1/1/5545175
https://academic.oup.com/nutritionreviews/article/78/1/1/5545175
https://doi.org/10.X


References

Bay et al. Human immune cell mobilization during exercise: Effect of IL-6 receptor blockade.  

Exp Physiol 2020; 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1113/EP088864

Giovannucci et al. A prospective study of physical activity and incident and fatal prostate cancer.  

JAMA 2005; 165: 1005-10. https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/fullarticle/1152790

Hidayat et al. Influence of physical activity at a young age and lifetime physical activity on the risks of 3 obesity-related cancers: 

Systematic review and meta-analysis of observational studies. Nutr Rev 2020; 78(1): 1-18. https://doi.org/10.1093/nutrit/nuz024

Hwang et al. Mobilizing serum factors and immune cells through exercise to counteract age-related changes in cancer risk. 

Exercise Immunology Review 2020; 26: 80-99. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32139350/

Jensen et al. Adrenergic signaling in immunotherapy of cancer: Friend or foe?  

Cancers 2021; 13(3): 394. https://doi.org/10.3390/cancers13030394

Lin et al. Exercise training improves mitochondrial bioenergetics of natural killer cells.  

Med & Sci Sports & Exerc 2022; 54(5): 751-60. https://doi.org/10.1249/MSS.0000000000002842

Matthews et al. Amount and intensity of leisure-time physical activity and lower cancer risk.  

J Clin Oncol 2020; 38(7): 686-97. https://doi.org/10.1200/JCO.19.02407

Simpson et al. Exercise and adrenergic regulation of immunity.  

Brain, Behavior, and Immunity 2023; 97: 303-8. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2021.07.010

Rumpf et al. The effect of acute physical exercise on NK-cell cytolytic activity: A systematic review and meta-analysis.  

Sport Med 2021; 51: 519-30. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-020-01402-9

Wang et al. Keep moving to retain the healthy self: The influence of physical exercise in health anxiety  

among Chinese menopausal women. Behavioral Sciences 2023; 13(2): 140. https://doi.org/10.3390/bs13020140

Vrinten et al. The structure and demographic correlates of cancer fear. BMC Cancer 2014; 16(14): 597.  

https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2407-14-597

Dr. Karlie Intlekofer is a neuroscientist who focuses on the benefits of exercise for brain health and  
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