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After this talk, I hope you will be able to…

Why

Understand why exercise 
is important and the 

various benefits it can 
provide for people with 
cancer

01
Who

Know WHO can safely 
exercise after a cancer 

diagnosis

02
When

Know WHEN it is 
appropriate to exercise 

and WHEN it’s 
appropriate to seek 
additional support

03
What

Know the guidelines for 
what exercises are 

recommended for 
people with cancer

04
Where

Be aware of programs 
that are designed to help 

people with cancer 
exercise safely
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WHY should people with 
cancer exercise?



Exercise Oncology
Exercise oncology is the field that studies and applies structured physical activity and exercise interventions as 

part of cancer prevention, treatment, and survivorship, with the goal of improving health outcomes, managing 

side effects, and enhancing quality of life for people with cancer

5

5

Rehab 

Rebuild Phase

Prehab 

Optimize Phase

Exercise Oncology



Exercise Oncology
Exercise oncology is the field that studies and applies structured physical activity and exercise interventions as 

part of cancer prevention, treatment, and survivorship, with the goal of improving health outcomes, managing 

side effects, and enhancing quality of life for people with cancer
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Ultimately, we’re trying to 
keep patients off of this line 

and put them onto this line

Rehab 

Rebuild Phase

Prehab 

Optimize Phase

Exercise Oncology



Exercise Oncology is 
Having a Moment
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ICYMI

In a nutshell:

• BIG HIGH-QUALITY STUDY

• Colon cancer who completed adjuvant chemo

• 3-yr structured exercise program vs. education

• People who exercised 
• lived longer

• Had better physical function

Courneya, K. S., Vardy, J. L., O’Callaghan, C. J., Gill, 
S., Friedenreich, C. M., Wong, R. K., ... & Booth, C. M. 

(2025). Structured exercise after adjuvant 

chemotherapy for colon cancer. New England Journal 

of Medicine, 393(1), 13-25.



So, what’s the big deal with CHALLENGE?

First Level 1 Evidence 

Showing Survival 

Benefit from Exercise 

in People with Cancer

Presented at ASCO 2025
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The exercise oncology evidence (prehab and rehab) 
has decades of supporting evidence
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Beyond survival, the benefits of exercise for people 
are vast and continue to expand…

• Pain

• Fatigue

• Aerobic capacity

• physical strength

• Range of motion

• Cardiotoxicity protection

• Lymphedema

• Bone Loss

• Mood disorders including depression and 
anxiety

• Shorter length of stay

• Fewer treatment complications

• Work productivity 

• Social functioning

• Metabolic syndrome risk

• Second malignancies

• Recurrence of primary malignancy

• Body image concerns

• Sexual Dysfunction

• Cognitive dysfunction

• Social isolation

• Better work productivity



Among people with cancer, 
WHO can and should 

exercise?



Low risk

Moderate 

risk 

High risk



Almost everyone with 
cancer can exercise.

There are some circumstances that 
increase risk of exercise which 
should be addressed by a 
healthcare professional.

Although rare, there may be 
instances when exercise not 
advised. 

Talking with your healthcare team is 
the best place to start if you’re 
concerned about exercise.
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WHEN can people with 
cancer exercise?



Exercise Evidence Spans the Cancer Continuum

Courneya & Friedenreich, 2014, Semin Oncol Nursing

Research Research Research Research Research Research Research



Relative to active 
treatments

Research has show that exercise can be safe and effective 
during:

• Chemotherapy

• Radiation therapy

• Immunotherapy

• Hormone therapy

• Exercise during infusion have largely only been 
conducted in trials

• Symptoms may determine ability to exercise at a given 
time, e.g.,

• Fatigue

• Nausea

• Infection risk

• hospitalization



WHAT Exercise Should I do?



Health authorities endorse exercise after a cancer diagnosis, 
including before, during, and after cancer therapy
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Your Exercise Oncology PRESCRIPTION

Aerobic Exercise

• 3x per week

• 30 min per session

• Moderate Intensity

Resistance Exercise

• 2x per week

• 30 min per session

• 2-3 sets per muscle group



Some Examples

Aerobic Exercise
• Brisk walking outdoors or on a treadmill.

• Light jogging or stationary cycling.

• Swimming laps or using an elliptical machine.

• Low-impact aerobics or marching in place.

Resistance Exercise
• Bodyweight squats or seated leg presses.

• Wall push-ups or dumbbell chest presses.​
• Seated rows or resistance band pulls for back.​
• Bicep curls or shoulder raises with light weights.



Exercising 
with Fatigue

Fatigue

Sedentary 
Behaviour

Deconditioning

ExerciseBetter Sleep

& Functional Capacity

RECONDITIONING

Reduced functional capacity/

Increased work for routine tasks

ENERGY

Active 

Lifestyle



Exercising 
with Bone 
Metastases

cancerexercise.med.ubc.ca/bmehub/



Try to make Exercise 
‘sticky’

Sticky behaviours are actions or habits that are routine 
and are difficult to change or break. 

1. They are attractive despite the barriers

2. They feel good or rewarding when you do them.

Ultimately, two things make exercise unsticky:

1. Insufficient motivation to exercise.

2. The challenges or barriers to exercise exceed the 
capacity.



1. Be as active as 
you can.

90 min of aerobic exercise and 2 sessions 
per week of resistance training.



2. Do what 
works for you.

90 min of aerobic exercise and 2 
sessions per week of resistance 
training.



3. Work out with Partner



4. Digitally-Supported / Guided Workouts



5. Be where you are comfortable. 



Concerns Related to Exercise During and After 
Cancer Treatment
• Physical Barriers:

• Fatigue 

• Pain and physical limitations (shoulder mobility, lymphedema, bone mets)

• Concerns about safety, fear of injury or worsening symptoms.

• Psychological Barriers:
• Anxiety related to exercise and cancer progression.

• Low motivation and confidence in ability to exercise.

• Feelings of vulnerability and fear related to treatment side effects.

• Knowledge and Information Gaps:
• Uncertainty about what types, intensity, and timing of exercise are safe and 

effective.

• Lack of clear guidance from healthcare providers on exercise.

• Emotional and Behavioural Concerns:
• Feelings of isolation or shame impacting exercise engagement.

• Difficulty developing sustainable exercise habits amidst cancer challenges.

• Social and Environmental Barriers:
• Limited access to suitable exercise facilities or programs.

• Lack of social support and encouragement.

• Time constraints due to treatment schedules, caregiving, or work.

• Smith-Turchyn, et al, 2016, 

Physiother Can

• Andersen, et al, 2023, Support 

Care Cancer

• Chan, et al, 2023, 

Psychooncology

• Wilson, et al, 2025, JAMA 

Netw Open

• Yeon, et al, 2022, BMJ Open

• Sweegers, et al, 2023, Breast 

Cancer Res Treat

• Wurz, et al, 2015, Support 

Care Cancer



Start with empathy.

It’s not easy to exercise 
routinely. 

It’s REALLY hard when 
you have cancer. 
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<5%

Overall access to 

Oncology Prehab and Rehab Access



WHERE can I get some help 
across Canada?
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Free Exercise Oncology Programs Across Canada
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• Free, 12-week program for people with limited access 
(typically rural communities)

• 2x/week, 1 hour each

• Group-based Program

• New cohorts start every January, April, and 

September

• Circuit-style

• Tailored to individual needs

• Zoom platform

• Moderator plus instructor

• Safety, set-up, build rapport, deliver effective fitness 
training

• Developing the EXCEL community

• Pre-post class time for discussion

• Education webinars for pt

• More information:

• exercise.research@ubc.ca

• Daniel.santamina@utoronto.ca

mailto:exercise.research@ubc.ca
mailto:exercise.research@ubc.ca
mailto:Daniel.santamina@utoronto.ca
mailto:Daniel.santamina@utoronto.ca


FREE

personalized, 

evidence-based, 

accessible,

scalable, 

virtual (online), 

clinician-led 

Prehabilitation and Exercise 

Oncology
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Easy to start.

PrehabRx.ca



Thank you! 

Questions?

daniel.santamina@utoronto.ca

Connect with me on LinkedIn

www.prehabrx.ca

mailto:daniel.santamina@utoronto.ca
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