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Letter from the Editor
by Dixie Thompson, Ph.D., FACSM

Welcome to the Spring 2009 issue of the
ACSM Fit Society® Page! In this special
issue, we focus our attention on a portion of
the population that comprises millions:
cancer sufferers and survivors. You will find
information on exercise strategies specific to
cancer patients. We also include exercise and
nutritional tips targeting the prevention of
cancer. 

Even if cancer has yet to affect your own life,
we hope you use the information contained
in this issue to help keep your risk low. As
always, thank you for your readership!

Dixie L. Thompson, Ph.D., FACSM

Editor, ACSM Fit Society® Page

E-mail: dixielee@utk.edu

To subscribe to the ACSM Fit Society® Page, please
send an e-mail to publicinfo@acsm.org.

THEME: CANCER AND EXERCISE

Nutrition and
Cancer
Prevention

by Ruth MacDonald, R.D., Ph.D.

Cancer is a frightening disease that affects the
lives of millions worldwide. Many of us know
someone personally who has struggled with
cancer or has lost a loved one to this disease –
or have suffered from it ourselves. 

The good news is that recent National Cancer
Institute statistics show a reduction in the
incidence of cancer in the United States. This
may be due in part to earlier detection and
better screening for cancers, or perhaps it
reflects a reduction in the number of people
who smoke cigarettes. Cancer is a complex
disease that can occur in almost all types of
cells in our body, and there is no single cause
of cancer. Some factors, such as cigarette
smoking, have clear links to cancer. Other
strongly linked factors include exposure to
radiation (including sunlight), and
environmental chemicals and pollutants. For
centuries, foods have been linked to cancer, in
both promotion and protective capacities.
More recently, we are learning that physical
activity and maintaining a healthy weight are
also closely linked to reducing cancer risk.

All foods, from fruits and vegetables to
processed cheese and cookies, are complex
mixtures of many chemicals. Foods contain
known nutrients like carbohydrates, fats,
proteins, vitamins and minerals; but also
thousands of other chemicals such as
polyphenols, tannins, catechins, sterols and
flavonols. Hence, to understand the role of
foods in cancer, we must understand the
chemical composition of foods and the roles of
these specific chemicals in the cancer process.
This is a daunting task and one that may never
be fully completed because of the number of
chemicals and the multitude of possible
interactions in a normal diet.

There are several ways to study the
associations between foods and cancer. One
way is to compare cancer incidence in
populations with the foods they consume. This
type of epidemiological study provides
correlations but cannot prove cause and effect,
but it does allow scientists to identify which
dietary factors may be most important for
further study. Over the past 50 years, many
studies have been conducted to clarify the role
of foods and ingredients in cancer. Some of
these have been popularized in the lay press
and have been promoted in the grocery store.
For example, higher intakes of dietary fiber
were correlated with lower risk of colon
cancer. As a result of this finding, food
manufacturers rushed to increase the fiber
content of foods and promoted high fiber diets
to reduce colon cancer risk. Subsequent large
human clinical trials, however, have been
ambiguous about the protective effects of fiber
in colon cancer. 

Another dietary component thought to play a
significant role in cancer is dietary fat. Some
studies found a higher incidence of breast and
colon cancer in populations that consumed
high amounts of fat. Many studies were done
to identify the specific types of fat and the
mechanisms through which these components
may impact cancer risk, but as with fiber, large
human studies of dietary fat related to cancer
have not shown a clear relationship. This is
frustrating to consumers, but reflects the
complexity of the disease, the diet, and the
interactions between the two that occur in the
human body. As we develop better molecular
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