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About this leaflet

Following a diagnosis of breast cancer, making some lifestyle 
changes can help reduce your risk of recurrence (the chance of 
the cancer coming back) as well as having overall positive impacts 
on your health. Lifestyle changes can also help lessen some of the 
side effects of medication (such as from hormonal therapies) and 
menopause symptoms.

Following your diagnosis and treatment, it is important to 
maintain a good quality of life – both physically and mentally.

There are five main areas to think about:

•	 a healthy diet

•	 maintaining a healthy weight

•	 physical activity

•	 limiting alcohol 

•	 stopping smoking.
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A healthy diet

A healthy diet is one that is high in fibre, low in saturated fat 

and low in ultra-processed foods. 

High fibre

Examples of high fibre foods include fruit, green leafy 
vegetables, wholegrain rice, oats, pulses (such as lentils) and 
beans.

Fibre is essential for good digestive health, and these foods tend 
to be lower in calories and keep you fuller for longer. It is also 
good food for the healthy bacteria that live in your gut and help 
keep it in good condition.

Saturated fat

This is contained in full fat cheese and full fat dairy products, red 
meats, processed meats such as sausages and ham, baked goods 
(like cakes, doughnuts and biscuits), ice cream, and chocolate 
spread.



royalcornwallhospitals.nhs.uk 5

Limit your consumption of saturated fat by:

•	 cutting fat off your meat

•	 replacing red meat with chicken or fish

•	 using olive, rapeseed or sunflower oils for cooking and 
dressings

•	 using olive oil-based spread rather than butter

•	 grill rather than fry food 

•	 add extra vegetables, lentils or beans to stews to make 
a small amount of meat go further. 

www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/how-to-eat-a-balanced-diet/
eat-less-saturated-fat/

Not all fat is bad – olive oil, oily fish (like salmon or mackerel), 
nuts and seeds as well as avocados have ‘good fats’ in them.

https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/how-to-eat-a-balanced-diet/eat-less-saturated-fat/
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/how-to-eat-a-balanced-diet/eat-less-saturated-fat/
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Phytochemicals (polyphenols, carotenoids)

These are metabolically active compounds in food. They can help 
boost immunity and play a role in preventing chronic disease. 
They come from plant-based wholefoods, often making them 
highly coloured (such as berries, beetroot, or carrots). These are 
best consumed in food rather than as supplements. Eat a wide 
variety of plant-based foods –  if you ‘eat the rainbow’ you will 
get a good variety.

Ultra-processed foods

Many foods are processed to make them safe to eat or so we can 
store them for longer (such as canned goods, milk, or cheese). 
The concern for our health is around ultra-processed foods, 
which are generally bad for all of us. These contain more salt, 
sugar, fats and calories. They are not good for us metabolically, 
and can make us gain weight as they are designed to be highly 
palatable, so we tend to consume more of them. Ultra-processed 
foods can be defined as foods containing ingredients you are 
unlikely to find in your kitchen cupboard (for example, types of 
additives or emulsifiers or stabilisers). These include foods such as 
ice cream, ham, sausages, crisps, mass-produced bread, breakfast 
cereals, biscuits, carbonated drinks like cola, fruit-flavoured 
yogurts, instant soups and pre-packaged meals.

Can I eat soya?

Soya contains phytoestrogens, which are similar to oestrogen, but 
their effects are much weaker. When they come in the form of 
foods such as tofu or edamame beans there is no evidence that 
they encourage breast cancers to grow, and the latest evidence is 
that they may be beneficial.
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Maintaining a healthy weight

There is evidence that those with a body weight in the ‘healthy’ 
range after a breast cancer diagnosis have the best health 
outcomes. We are not quite sure why this is, but it may be related 
to a reduced level of inflammation, lower circulating oestrogen 
levels and a difference in other hormone levels. 

What is a healthy weight?

You can use the calculator below to check your body mass index 
(BMI).  BMI is the relationship of your weight to your height.  A 
healthy body mass index is in the range of 18.5-25, over 25 being 
in the overweight category.

www.nhs.uk/health-assessment-tools/calculate-your-body-
mass-index/calculate-bmi-for-adults

How to avoid weight gain

Weight gain can be minimised by eating a healthy diet rich in 
fibre, vegetables and healthy proteins (such as chicken, fish, 
tofu, beans, pulses) and low in saturated fats and ultra-processed 
foods. Some people benefit from a diet lower in carbohydrates 
to help with weight loss. The Full Diet by Saira Hameed is a very 
readable book written by an NHS weight loss consultant.

https://www.nhs.uk/health-assessment-tools/calculate-your-body-mass-index/calculate-bmi-for-adults
https://www.nhs.uk/health-assessment-tools/calculate-your-body-mass-index/calculate-bmi-for-adults
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Visit these web sites for further information:

www.healthycornwall.org.uk/make-a-change/healthy-eating-
getting-active-healthy-weight/

www.nhs.uk/conditions/obesity/treatment/

Physical activity

There is a consistent link between exercise and a lower risk 
of a breast cancer recurrence, as well as improved quality of 
life. Exercise has many benefits – it helps to reduce the risk of 
cardiovascular disease (heart attack and stroke) and Type 2 
diabetes, it is a good antidepressant, helps improve sleep, fatigue 
and cognitive function and reduces the risk of falls by keeping 
the muscles strong. The benefits of exercise do not decrease with 
age. 

https://www.healthycornwall.org.uk/make-a-change/healthy-eating-getting-active-healthy-weight/
https://www.healthycornwall.org.uk/make-a-change/healthy-eating-getting-active-healthy-weight/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/obesity/treatment/
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The World Health Organisation (WHO) recommends:

•	 150-300 minutes of moderate intensity aerobic exercise 
over the course of a week.  For example, brisk walking, 
water aerobics, riding a bike, dancing, or pushing a lawn 
mower. 

•	 Alternatively, at least 75–150 minutes of vigorous 
intensity aerobic physical activity. This includes: running, 
swimming, riding a bike fast or on hills, walking up 
the stairs, sports like football, rugby, netball, hockey, 
skipping and aerobics.

•	 2 sessions of muscle strengthening exercise a week for all 
adults. 

Exercise can include anything – make it fun and you are 
much more likely to enjoy it and stick with it.  Think about 
gardening, Zumba, line dancing, yoga, getting off the 
bus a stop earlier or taking the stairs rather than a lift or 
escalator.
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Alcohol

Studies have shown drinking alcohol increases the risk of getting 
breast cancer. It’s less clear if drinking alcohol affects the outlook 
(prognosis) of breast cancer.

The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) 
guidelines recommend that you drink no more than 5 units of 
alcohol a week following a breast cancer diagnosis.

It is very easy to underestimate the number of units. For example, 
a bottle of wine contains about 10 units, so 5 units would be half 
a bottle of wine over the course of a week. You can check your 
units using the calculator below or any online unit checker. 

www.nhs.uk/live-well/alcohol-advice/calculating-alcohol-units/

www.nhs.uk/live-well/alcohol-advice/tips-on-cutting-down-
alcohol/

If you are struggling to reduce your alcohol intake, your GP 
surgery will be able to support you and direct you to additional 
support services.

https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/alcohol-advice/calculating-alcohol-units/
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/alcohol-advice/tips-on-cutting-down-alcohol/
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/alcohol-advice/tips-on-cutting-down-alcohol/
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Smoking

Smoking is the biggest cause of cancer in the UK and the world. 
Mostly we think of it causing lung cancer, but smoking can be 
linked to other cancers including developing breast cancer.  The 
risk is relatively small, about 10% higher in women who smoke 
compared with non-smokers.  There is also an increased risk of 
recurrence in women who continue to smoke following a breast 
cancer diagnosis.

Stopping smoking is difficult but there is help available on the 
NHS.  Your GP surgery may have a stop smoking advisor and 
there are now many products available to help you quit.

The following link is for Healthy Cornwall who can advise on all 
aspects of healthy living as well as smoking cessation.

www.nhs.uk/services/service-directory/healthy-cornwall/
N10997910

https://www.nhs.uk/services/service-directory/healthy-cornwall/N10997910
https://www.nhs.uk/services/service-directory/healthy-cornwall/N10997910


To get this information in a different format 
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