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Diet and Physical Activity: What’s the
Cancer Connection? 
How much do daily habits like diet and exercise affect your risk for cancer? More than
you might think. Research has shown that poor diet and not being active are key factors
that can increase a person’s cancer risk. The good news is that you can do something
about this.

Control your weight●

Move more and sit less●

Follow a healthy eating pattern●

It is best not to drink alcohol.●

Reducing cancer risk in our communities●

The bottom line●

Besides quitting smoking, some of the most important things you can do to help reduce
your cancer risk are:

Get to and stay at a healthy weight throughout life.●●●●
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recommendation is at least 60 minutes of moderate or vigorous intensity activity each
day.

Moderate activities are those that make you breathe as hard as you would during
a brisk walk. This includes things like walking, biking, or even housework and
gardening.

●

Vigorous activities make you use large muscle groups and make your heart beat
faster, make you breathe faster and deeper, and also make you sweat.

●

It’s also important to limit sedentary behavior such as sitting, lying down, watching TV,
or looking at your phone or computer.

Being more physically active than usual, no matter what your level of activity, can have
many health benefits.

Follow a healthy eating pattern  

Eating well is an important part of improving your health and reducing your cancer risk.
Take a good hard look at what you typically eat each day, and try to build a healthy diet
plan for yourself and your family.

A healthy eating pattern includes… 

Foods high in vitamins, minerals, and other nutrients●

Foods that are not high in calories, and that help you get to and stay at a healthy
body weight

●

A colorful variety of vegetables – dark green, red, and orange●

Fiber-rich beans and peas●

A colorful variety of fruits ●

Whole grains (in bread, pasta, etc.) and brown rice●

A healthy eating pattern limits or does not include… 

Red meats like beef, pork, and lamb●

Processed meats like bacon, sausage, luncheon meats, and hot dogs●

Sugar-sweetened beverages, including soft drinks, sports drinks, and fruit drinks●

Highly processed foods and refined grain products●
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Tips for a healthy eating pattern

Fill most of your plate with colorful vegetables and fruits, beans, and whole grains.●

Choose fish, poultry, or beans as your main sources of protein instead of red meat
or processed meats.

●

If you eat red or processed meats, eat smaller portions.●

More healthy eating tips

Prepare meat, poultry, and fish by baking, broiling, or poaching rather than by frying
or charbroiling.

●

Follow a healthy eating pattern when you eat away from home. Eat vegetables,
whole fruit, and other lowcalorie foods instead of highcalorie foods such as French
fries, potato and other chips, ice cream, doughnuts, and other sweets. Restaurants
often serve large portions, but you don’t have to eat it all in one sitting. Ask for a to-
go box from the start, and pack up your leftovers for lunch or dinner the next day.  

●
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Adopting a healthier lifestyle is easier for people who live, work, play, or go to school in
an environment that supports healthy behaviors. Working together, communities can
create the type of environment where healthy choices are easy to make.

We all can be part of these changes. Let’s ask for healthier food choices at our
workplaces and schools. For every junk food item in the vending machine, ask for a
healthy option, too. Support restaurants that help you to eat well by offering options like
smaller portions, lower-calorie items, and whole-grain products. And let’s help make our
communities safer and more appealing places to walk, bike, and be active.

The bottom line  

Let’s challenge ourselves to lose some extra pounds, increase our physical activity,
make healthy food choices, avoid or limit alcohol, and look for ways to make our
communities healthier places to live, work, and play.

To learn more, see the American Cancer Society Guideline for Diet and Physical
Activity for Cancer Prevention2.

Know Your Cancer Risk 3

Take the ACS CancerRisk360™ assessment to learn more about what you can change
to improve your health. By taking 5 minutes to answer a few questions, we will give you
a personalized roadmap of actions with helpful resources you can use to lower your risk
of cancer.
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