Cancer survivor's lifestyle changes - Nutrition and Oncology

Nutrition Research Newsletter,  April, 2003  

There were approximately 1,285,000 Americans who were diagnosed with cancer in the year 2002. Cancer, and other life threatening health events, often prompt psychological distress that motivates individuals to reduce risk. Reduction of risk may include adding or starting a regimen of dietary supplements or changing one's nutritional or exercise habits. Data regarding changes in lifestyle in response to a diagnosis of cancer are scare.

A report published in The Journal of the American Dietetic Association examines self-reported changes in diet, physical activity, and dietary supplement use among cancer patients diagnosed up to 24 months in the past. Investigators look in to whether patients felt that these changes improved their health and well-being and identify sociodemographic, clinical, and selected psychosocial characteristics that predict these lifestyle modifications.

Subjects were identified from the population-based Cancer Surveillance System, part of the National Cancer Institute's Surveillance Epidemiology and End Results program. Participants were English-speaking, aged 20 to 79 years and were diagnosed with first primary invasive breast, prostate, or colorectal cancer. These cancers were chosen because they are the major ones affecting Americans that also have high survival rates. The subjects were asked to report on lifestyle changes made in the past 12 months, specifically on diet, physical activity, and dietary supplements. They were then asked to specify the changes made. For all changes made, each respondent was asked whether they strongly agreed, disagreed, or strongly disagreed with the following statement: "This change has improved my physical and mental well-being." Three psychosocial factors were also assessed: perceived health status, desire for personal control, and internal locus of control using validated scales. Sociodemographic data were collected on age, sex, race, and education. Participants were asked to list the medical treatments received: surgery, radiotherapy, chemotherapy, and/ or hormone therapy.

Results revealed that 63% of patients reported making lifestyle changes: 40.4% made one or more dietary changes, 20.8% added new physical activity, and 48.0% started taking new dietary supplements. When compared with men, women were 2.2 times more likely to take new dietary supplements (P<.01). Also, when compared with patient's aged 35 to 59, those aged 60 to 69 and 70 or older were statistically significantly less likely to make dietary changes (odds ration = 0.39 and 0.54, respectively) or to take new supplements (odds ratio = 0.42 and 0.69 respectively). Compared with patients who received only one medical treatment, those receiving three or more treatments were more likely to make dietary changes (odds ration = 2.6) or to start new physical activity (odds ratio = 3.0). Having a stronger desire for personal control or internal locus of control predicted use of new dietary supplements (P for trend < .05 for both).

The results suggest that cancer patients are likely to make lifestyle changes. Investigators conclude that this population may benefit from counseling on both diet and physical activity.
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