The Benefits of Exercise During Cancer Recovery

One of the most important, if not THE most important part of recovery from the debilitating side-effects of cancer surgery and treatment is correcting postural deviations that are the result of muscle imbalances. We must re-educate the body to restore its’ normal balance. Most of us think of balance as one’s ability to stand without falling, but it actually represents the ability to stabilize and maintain a specific body position. Postural control is defined as the act of maintaining, achieving, or restoring a state of balance during any posture or activity. Therefore, it only makes sense that performing exercises to correct range of motion and postural deviations, while incorporating the aspect of balance, would yield the greatest results! 
As individuals, we all have varying levels of kinesthetic awareness: sensitivity to the moment of our body through space that contributes to our ability to balance and move rhythmically and fluidly. This can be affected by many things; age, previous injuries, athleticism, and neuropathy. A fairly common side-effect of chemotherapy is peripheral neuropathy. Peripheral nerves carry information to and from the brain and carry signals to and from the spinal cord to the rest of the body. Peripheral neuropathy means these nerves don’t work properly. Peripheral neuropathy may be damage to a single nerve, or a group of nerves. Typical symptoms of neuropathy are related to the type of affected nerve. If a sensory nerve is damaged, common symptoms include numbness, tingling in the area, a prickling sensation, or pain. Pain associated with neuropathy can range from mild burning to an intense stabbing sensation. In some cases, a non-painful stimulus may be perceived as excruciating or pain may be felt even in the absence of a stimulus. Damage to a motor nerve is usually indicated by weakness in the affected area. If the problem with the motor nerve has continued over a length of time, muscle shrinkage, or lack of muscle tone may be noticeable. 
This brings us to another very important aspect of balance and performance, proprioception. Proprioception is the ability to sense the position, location, orientation, and movement of the body and its parts. You can see how this could become challenging to someone who is affected by peripheral neuropathy and either loses sensation in their extremities or is fraught with constant pain in that area. If you have peripheral neuropathy in your hands, you may find it very difficult to articulate exercises that involve the use of weights or resistance bands. You can avoid those exercises and focus on the many exercises that do not require an external load to be placed on the muscles. If you have peripheral neuropathy in your feet, it is not advisable to perform high-impact activities. Choose exercises like riding a recumbent bike, or swimming (unless your doctor advises you otherwise), that are non-weight-bearing. Peripheral neuropathy may be temporary or, in some cases, chronic. You should listen to your body and respect whatever limitations it may place on you on a given day. Remember that you can still advance and work towards both your short-term and long-term personal fitness goals. 
Exercising on balance discs or the BOSU® Balance Trainer will help you to increase your postural stability; your ability to maintain the position of your body, or more specifically, it’s’ center of mass, within specific boundaries of space. Many patients/survivors will be menopausal either from the natural aging process, or, from the early onset of menopause due to their cancer treatment(s). This will result in the cessation of estrogen production which increases their risk of osteoporosis; reduction in bone mineral density. You can increase your bone density by performing weight-bearing exercises. Couple that with balance and stability work, and it can dramatically reduce your risk of falling! Additionally, you will be strengthening the tendons and ligaments that are a vital part of ankle stabilization and injury prevention.
According to the Mayo Clinic, functional fitness exercises train your muscles to work together and prepare them for daily tasks by simulating common movements you might do at home, at work or in sports. While using various muscles in the upper and lower body at the same time, functional fitness exercises also emphasize core stability. In order to help you to improve your “functional fitness,” you must first understand what that means to you as an individual. As fitness professionals we have been taught that functional fitness is a sport-specific term; our goal has been to mimic movements required for a particular sport (throwing a baseball, swinging a tennis racquet or golf club, shooting a basketball, etc. Functional fitness in laymen’s terms is the ability to perform activities of daily living with relative ease, or, to mimic movements that a person will encounter in their day-to-day life. This may be the act of squatting (in order to get in and out of a chair or to lower/lift an object safely), shoulder flexion (in order to reach for something on a high shelf), triceps flexion/extension (in order to push oneself up from a chair or out of bed), etc. When considering functional training, your goal should be to move away from exercises that only focus on a single joint. Instead your goal becomes integrating the entire body so that all of the muscles work together synergistically. Part of this equation is, of course, the integration of balance and coordination as well as general body awareness (kinesthetic awareness).  
When you introduce these aspects of training, you will learn how to manage your own bodyweight in establishing your center of gravity. This may sound like an easy task for those of you who have not been faced with any considerable physical challenges. To the elderly, or anyone recovering from surgery or an injury, it is a matter of re-establishing what was once, second-nature to that individual. The goal is to learn safe and efficient movements by learning how to use your mind and your body synergistically in stabilizing your joints. Throughout your exercise program you will be learning to re-establish overall body stability and alignment in order to find your center of gravity. In order to maintain postural stability, one must be able to maintain their center of gravity within specific stability and balance limits. This skill cannot be developed without training the neuromuscular system. This requires practice, training, and experience; all of which have been compromised following cancer surgery and treatment. No matter how fit or athletic you were prior to your diagnosis, you are starting from ground zero in the aftermath of treatment
Nervous system side effects are caused by many factors, including cancer, cancer treatments, other medications, or other disorders. The symptoms may appear soon after treatment or may appear several years after treatment. Possible causes of nervous system problems:
· cancer that has metastasized (spread) to the brain or spinal cord
· tumors growing in other parts of the body that press on nerves
· some types of chemotherapy may cause peripheral neuropathy
· radiation therapy
· surgery, if nerves are damaged during surgery to remove a tumor or to perform a biopsy
· specific medications, including some anti-nausea drugs, opioid pain killers, and anticonvulsants
· infections causing swelling or inflammation of the brain, spinal cord, or inner ear
· other conditions or symptoms related to cancer or cancer treatments, including anemia(low number of red blood cells), dehydration, fatigue, stress, and depression
· other conditions or disorders not related to cancer, such as diabetes, vitamin deficiency, thyroid dysfunction, human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), stroke, Alzheimer’s disease, multiple sclerosis, and nerve injury. 
Because muscles need to learn how to contribute to movement patterns through ongoing training and repetition, a structured exercise program, that incorporates the movements you need for everyday life, is essential. You can gradually and progressively learn how to control your muscular force output for any given movement. This begins with kinesthetic awareness that may need to be re-learned after treatment. Be patient and don’t get frustrated if you do not progress at a speed that you would have anticipated. Sometimes the best that you can do is to minimize the loss of function. I have worked with clients in which there is no marked progress over time. I consider the fact that there is no decline in performance a success story for those people. Set realistic expectations; be enthusiastic and optimistic, but also be a realist!


One of the most overlooked side-effects of radiation and lymph node removal is lymphedema. Lymphedema occurs when the lymph system is damaged or blocked. Fluid builds up in soft body tissues and causes swelling. It is a common problem that may be caused by cancer and cancer treatment. Lymphedema usually affects an arm or leg, but it can also affect other parts of the body. Lymphedema can cause long-term physical and psycho-social problems for patients. When the lymph system is working as it should, lymph flows through the body and is returned to the bloodstream. When part of the lymph system is damaged or blocked, fluid can not drain from nearby body tissues. Fluid builds up in the tissues and causes swelling. Lymphedema may be either primary or secondary:
 – Primary lymphedema is caused by the abnormal development of the lymph system. Symptoms may occur at birth or later in life.
 – Secondary lymphedema is caused by damage to the lymph system. The lymph system may be damaged or blocked by infection, injury, cancer, removal of lymph nodes, radiation to the affected area, or scar tissue from radiation therapy or surgery. Exercise can play a critical role in lymphatic drainage and lymphedema prevention or management. Exercise helps lymph fluid move through the lymphatic system. This helps to reduce/prevent lymphedema because exercise makes the muscles contract and push lymph through the lymph vessels. According to the Mayo Clinic, light exercises in which you move your affected limb may encourage lymph fluid drainage and help prepare you for everyday tasks, such as carrying groceries. Exercises shouldn’t be strenuous or tire you but should focus on gentle contraction of the muscles in your arm or leg.
In summary, an exercise that incorporates balance training, weight-bearing, and cardiovascular training, is going to have some, if not all, of the following benefits:
· increase kinesthetic awareness, proprioception, and postural stability
· increase bone density/reduce the risk of osteoporosis
· increase balance/minimize your risk of falling and breaking a bone
· strengthen ligaments and tendons of ankle complex/reduce risk of sprains and strains
· increase aerobic capacity
· increase lymphatic drainage
· increase core strength/minimize low back pain
· correct postural deviations/reduce pain and joint degeneration
· increase range of motion
· improve functional fitness and the ability to perform activities of daily living

Always get permission from your doctor to begin exercising during or after cancer treatment.
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