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the Current Research-

Exercise is medicine- Found 
to increase aerobic capacity, 
improve muscle strength, 
balance, quality of life (QOL) 
and lessen depression. 

Schmitz, et al. (2019)

Strong link between 
exercise and the 
immune system.

Nieman, ET AL. (2019)

Exercise interventions are a 
valuable strategy to avoid the  
decline of cardiorespiratory 
fitness, strength, fatigue, and 
improve QOL.

Ficarra, et al (2022)

Exercise reduces breast 
cancer risk and recurrence 
and enhances survival.

Michou et al (2025)

[7-11]

EXERCISE IS GOOD!



Considerations When Starting an Exercise Program 
• Make sure you are cleared by your doctor to start 

exercising after your surgery and/or treatment. 

• If you exercised before your surgery and/or 
treatment, do not resume where you left off prior. 

• Start slow and progress gradually.  Stop if you have 
any pain.

• If often takes longer to get back to your previous 
program than you expect. 

• It is okay to modify your exercise and to ask for 
help.

• If you are not sure where to start, ask your doctor 
to be referred to a PT that specializes in oncology 
rehabilitation.

[12]



SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Osteoporosis
• Take precaution with balance

• Wear supportive shoes

• Watch tripping hazards

• Wider grip

• Watch HAFNTS (Heaviness, 
Aching, Fatigue, Numbness, 
Tingling, and Swelling) 

• Take breaks if any symptoms arise

• Avoid extreme temperatures

• Caution with high altitude

• With lymphedema- Wear 
compression garments

• Weight bearing activities, 
strengthening, and balance 
activities can be helpful in 
reducing risk of falls and 
improving bone health

• Avoid twisting and bending 
of the spine especially with 
lifting 

[13-23]

NeuropathyLymphedema/Risk of



SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS 

ADJUVANT HORMONE Treatment 
• Radiation fibrosis is 

common

• Gentle stretching is 
helpful and recommended 
for 2 years+ after 
radiation

• Start low and slow (Talk Test)

• Follow phases of treatment 
with Rate of Perceived 
Exertion (RPE) scale 

• Use a targeted Heart Rate 
(HR) formula to exercise in 
safe zones

• Work on pacing

• Watch overheating

• Protect joints

[13-23]

RADIATION CARDIOTOXICITY



Heart rate calculation

• Find resting heart rate (HR)

• Use Tanaka Formula for HRmax:
• HRmax = 208- (0.7 x age) 

• Next, use Karvonen Formula:
• HR formula = [(HR max- HR rest) x % intensity] + HR 

rest 
• I.e. % intensity = 30%, 40%, etc.

 



Rate of Perceived Exertion (RPE)
Phases of Time (with chemotherapy) 
• Phase 1: During 

Chemotherapy/First 
Starting Exercise-
• 1-3 RPE/Easy
• 30-45% HR/1-RM

• Phase 2: Next 3 Months-
• 3-6 RPE/Light-Mod
• 40-60% HR/1-RM

• Phase 3: Next 3 Months-
• 6-8 RPE/Mod-High
• 60-85% HR/1- RM

[24]

10 Max Effort Activity
Feels almost impossible to keep going. Completely out of breath, 
unable to talk. Cannot maintain for more than a very short time. 

9 Very Hard Activity
Very difficult to maintain exercise intensity. Can barely breathe and 
speak only a few words.

7-8 Vigorous Activity
Borderline uncomfortable. Short of breath, can speak a sentence. 

4-6 Moderate Activity
Breathing heavily, can hold a short conversation. Still somewhat 
comfortable but becoming noticeably more challenging. 

2-3 Light Activity
Feels like you can maintain for hours. Easy to breathe and carry a 
conversation. 

1 Very Light Activity
Hardly any exertion, but more than sleeping, watching TV, etc.



Where To Start

Tai Chi/QiGong

Water YOGA/Stretching

Walking Biking

[25-33]



AMERICAN COLLEGE OF SPORTS MEDICINE TASK FORCE- Moving Through Cancer 
• Aerobic Exercise: Build up to 150-

300 minutes of moderate (or 75-150 minutes 
of vigorous intensity) activity per week.

• Resistance Exercise: 2-3 days per week. 

• Stretching Exercise: At least 2 days per week. 

• Balance Exercise: 2-3 days per week.

• General Recommendation: Exercise several 
times a week for at least 10 minutes at a 
time (work up to as needed).

[34]



Strength After
Breast Cancer

• Based on a large clinical trial conducted at U. of Pennsylvania (PAL 

trial):

• 154 survivors WITHOUT lymphedema

• 141 survivors WITH lymphedema

• The safety of twice-weekly progressive strength training in breast cancer 
(BC) survivors 1 to 15 years post-diagnosis of BC was assessed

• This study showed that women who participated had these 

benefits:

• Risk of worsening lymphedema decreased by 50%

• Risk of developing lymphedema decreased by 70%

• Increased strength and energy

• Improved body image

• Decreased body fat

• Increased overall physical function

[35-40]



Warm up

Stretches

Core strengthening

Strengthening of arms and legs

Cool down stretches

Strength After Breast Cancer 

[36-43]



PROGRESSION OF EXERCISE
• Go low and slow

• Example (Strength After Breast Cancer)
• No pain

• Add a little body resistance at a time
• Ie. Plank: Wall,  countertop, chair, then 

floor

• Add one at a time, never together:
• Increase in time
• Increase in resistance/tension/incline

• Watch HAFNTS (Heaviness, Aching, Fatigue, 
Numbness, Tingling, or Swelling)

• Keep good posture
[41-42]



Additional Tips and 
Take-home message

• Exercise is important in reducing the risk of recurrence 
and shown to improve endurance, strength, decrease 
depression, and improve quality of life. 

• Find the type(s) of exercise you enjoy.

• Don’t be afraid to try a new type of activity.

• Exercise with a friend. 

• Seek modifications when needed. 

• Create an activity log to help track what you are doing.

• It may take longer than you expect to get back to where 
you were with your exercise routine prior to breast 
cancer treatment. 

•  Not sure where to start- Ask your doctor for a referral to 
an oncology rehabilitation specialist. 

• A little activity can go a long way.
[44]



Thank You!
[45-46]
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Thank you! 
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