
 

 

Cancer Prevention & Survivorship 
Lindsey Pedigo – Former HHS Extension Educator -- Howard County, Area 8 
Nancy Hudson – HHS Extension Educator – Fulton County, Area 8 (574-223-3397) or 
email nahudson@purdue.edu 

 

Description 
Cancer affects the lives of many people. Whether you are undergoing treatment, are a survivor or have a loved 
one that has been diagnosed with cancer, it is a disease that affects all. Fortunately, there are ways to reduce 
the risk for cancer and, hopefully, avoid cancer deaths. Learn how to reduce your cancer risk, when and what 
cancer screenings are appropriate and how to lead a healthy life as a survivor.  
 

Lesson Objectives 
1.) Understand risk factors for cancer. 
2.) Learn how modifying lifestyle behaviors can lower cancer risk and increase survivorship. 
3.) Learn what cancer screenings are appropriate and when you should have them done. 
4.) Learn how to lead a healthy life as a survivor.  

 

Optional Activities 
1.) Before beginning lesson, ask participants to write down the name of someone whose life was touched 

by cancer.  
2.) Have participants play the Cancer Myth or Fact? Game 
3.) Have participants complete their Individual BMI Calculation. 

 

Handouts 
1.) Compute BMI for each participant.  Download the BMI calculator app on your iPhone and Android; on 

the app type in NIH BMI Calculator; after downloading, following the prompts.  
BMI Categories: 
Underweight = <18.5 
Normal Weight = 18.5-24.9 
Overweight= 25-29.9 
Obesity= BMI of 30 or greater 

2.) Cancer Myth or Fact? Game 
3.) Cancer Survivorship Resources information:  The following booklets may be helpful if you or a loved 

one has completed cancer treatment-- 
Facing Forward:  Life After Cancer Treatment 
Facing Forward:  When Someone You Love Has Completed Cancer Treatment 
**These booklets are available from the National Cancer Institute.  To download, visit NCIs website, 
www.cancer.gov.  
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Cancer Myth or Fact? 
 

There’s a lot of misinformation about cancer online, in the media and everywhere. Today’s 
lesson will hopefully clarify some of that information, but before we start let’s test your 
knowledge of common cancer myths. On the line provided, write whether you think the 
statement is a myth or fact.   
 
________ 1) Eating sugar will make my cancer worse.  
________ 2) Artificial sweeteners cause cancer.  
________ 3) Cancer is not contagious.  
________ 4) Eating “superfoods” prevents cancer.  
________ 5) Cell phones cause cancer.  
________ 6) Power lines cause cancer.  
________ 7) There are herbal supplements that can cure cancer. 
________ 8) There is no evidence linking antiperspirants and deodorants with   
 breast cancer.  
________ 9) Juice cleanses are good for you.  
_______ 10) Family history of cancer may increase my likelihood of getting   
 cancer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Resources: 
MD Anderson Cancer Center, “Foods and cancer: 8 truths to help lower risk” by Markham Heid. 
https://www.mdanderson.org/publications/focused-on-health/september-2014/food-truths-to-
lower-cancer-risk.html 
 
National Cancer Institute, “Common Cancer Myths and Misconceptions”.   
http://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/causes-prevention/risk/myths 
  

https://www.mdanderson.org/publications/focused-on-health/september-2014/food-truths-to-lower-cancer-risk.html
https://www.mdanderson.org/publications/focused-on-health/september-2014/food-truths-to-lower-cancer-risk.html
http://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/causes-prevention/risk/myths
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LEADER FACT SHEET 

Cancer Myth or Fact? 
 

There’s a lot of misinformation about cancer online, in the media and everywhere. Today’s lesson will hopefully 
clarify some of that information, but before we start let’s test your knowledge of common cancer myths. On the 
line provided write whether you think the statement is a myth or fact.   
________ 1) Eating sugar will make my cancer worse. (Myth- Research has shown that cancer cells consume 
more sugar than normal cells, however, no studies have shown that eating sugar will make cancer worse or 
that not eating sugar will make cancer go away. It is important to remember that a high-sugar diet may 
contribute to weight gain and obesity is associated with an increased cancer risk.) 
________ 2) Artificial sweeteners cause cancer. (Myth- Comprehensive research has been conducted on all 
artificial sweeteners approved for use in the US by the FDA and has found no evidence that they cause 
cancer.) 
________ 3) Cancer is not contagious. (Fact- In general, cancer is not contagious. It can only be passed from 
person to person in the case of an organ or tissue transplant and this risk is extremely low due to screening. Do 
not forget though, that some cancers are caused by viruses which can be spread from person to person.) 
________ 4) Eating “superfoods” prevents cancer. (Myth- Research has found no evidence that one single 
food or nutrient can prevent cancer. However, an overall healthy diet is believed to lower cancer risk.) 
________ 5) Cell phones cause cancer. (Myth- According to studies completed, the low-frequency energy that 
cell phones release does not damage genes.) 
________6) Power lines cause cancer. (Myth- According to studies completed, the electric energy emitted by 
power lines is shielded or weakened by walls and other objects, while the magnetic energy emitted is a low-
frequency radiation that doesn’t damage genes.) 
________ 7) There are herbal supplements that can cure cancer. (Myth- No herbal supplements have proven 
to be effective for treating cancer, although some herbs may help patients deal with cancer treatment side-
effects. You should also speak with your health care provider before taking any dietary supplements as the may 
interact with current drugs and treatments.) 
________ 8) There is no evidence linking antiperspirants and deodorants with breast cancer. (Fact- Studies so 
far have found no link between the chemicals found in antiperspirants and deodorants and breast cancer.) 
________ 9) Juice cleanses are good for you. (Myth- Your body is naturally very efficient at getting rid of toxins 
that could harm your health. Drinking only juices for long periods of time can be detrimental to your health. Also 
skipping out on whole fruits and vegetables means you are missing out on vital nutrients such as fiber.) 
________ 10) Family history of cancer may increase my likelihood of getting cancer. (Fact- 5-10% of cancers 
are caused by gene mutations that are inherited from your parents. There are certain types of cancer which are 
considered “familial” or “hereditary” and if you have a family history of these cancer then you are at a higher 
risk. Just remember that many cancers are caused by a variety of factors, not just your genes.) 
 
 
Resources: 
MD Anderson Cancer Center, “Foods and cancer: 8 truths to help lower risk” by Markham Heid. 
 https://www.mdanderson.org/publications/focused-on-health/september-2014/food-truths-to-
 lower-cancer-risk.html 
National Cancer Institute, “Common Cancer Myths and Misconceptions”.  
 http://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/causes-prevention/risk/myths  
  

https://www.mdanderson.org/publications/focused-on-health/september-2014/food-truths-to-%09lower-cancer-risk.html
https://www.mdanderson.org/publications/focused-on-health/september-2014/food-truths-to-%09lower-cancer-risk.html
http://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/causes-prevention/risk/myths
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Risk Factors for Cancer 
It is not always possible to determine why some people develop cancer while others do not. However, there are 
some risk factors that may increase a person’s risk for cancer. Some risk factors are controllable (i.e., smoking) 
while others are not (i.e., family history). Knowing your risk factors, whether controllable or not, can help you 
lower your overall cancer risk. Risk factors include: 

- Age 
- Alcohol 
- Cancer-causing substances 
- Chronic inflammation 
- Diet 
- Hormones 
- Immunosuppression 
- Infectious agents 
- Obesity 
- Radiation 
- Sunlight 
- Tobacco  

 
We will now briefly discuss each of these risk factors. 

- AGE: Age is the most important risk factor for cancer overall. According to data, the median age of a 
cancer diagnosis is 66 years and one-quarter of new cancer cases occur in people aged 65 to 74. This 
pattern is seen for many types of cancer including breast cancer, colorectal cancer, lung cancer and 
prostate cancer. However, it is important to remember that cancer can occur at any age and some 
(such as bone cancer and leukemia) are more commonly diagnosed in children or adolescents.  
 

- ALCOHOL: Drinking alcohol can increase the risk for some cancers including cancer of the mouth, 
throat, esophagus, larynx, liver and breast. The more you drink, the higher the risk, especially if you 
also use tobacco.   

 
- CANCER-CAUSING SUBSTANCES: Exposure to certain cancer-causing substances, or carcinogens, 

can increase one’s cancer risk. You may be able to avoid or reduce some exposures (i.e., tobacco 
smoke or the sun’s rays), however, some are difficult to avoid. It is important to remember that just 
because a substance is labelled as a carcinogen; it does not mean that it will cause cancer. Many other 
factors come into play in determining whether someone will develop cancer. The U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services Public Health Service- National Toxicology Program issues a regular 
report on carcinogens, which currently contains profiles on 248 substances that may be carcinogens. 
The full report can be accessed here:  
https://www.niehs.nih.gov/health/materials/14th_edition_of_the_report_on_carcinogens_508.pdf  

 
- CHRONIC INFLAMMATION: Inflammation is a normal response to injury or illness. Chronic 

inflammation occurs when there is no injury or illness present or the inflammation does not go away 
when it should. Chronic inflammation can damage DNA and eventually lead to cancer. If you suffer 
from chronic inflammation, you should speak with your doctor on how to best manage it.  

 
- DIET: Many studies have examined the likelihood of certain foods or nutrients being associated with 

cancer risk, however, many of these studies have been inconclusive. Some of the additives, nutrients 

https://www.niehs.nih.gov/health/materials/14th_edition_of_the_report_on_carcinogens_508.pdf
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and dietary components that have been studied include alcohol, antioxidants, artificial sweeteners, 
calcium, charred meat, cruciferous vegetables, fluoride, garlic, tea and Vitamin D. There has not been 
a single food or nutrient found that protects against cancer. Instead, evidence shows that an overall 
healthy and varied diet helps lower cancer risk.  

 
- HORMONES: Estrogens, a group of female sex hormones, have important functions in males and 

females, however, they may be associated with a higher risk for some cancers. For example, some 
menopausal hormone therapies using estrogen may increase the risk of breast and/or endometrial 
cancer. Therefore, any woman considering menopausal hormone therapy should discuss the risks and 
benefits with their doctor. It is also believed that a woman’s breast cancer risk is associated to the 
estrogen and progesterone made by her ovaries and that increased exposure to these hormones is 
related to increased breast cancer risk. An increased exposure could be due to menstruation beginning 
at an early age, menopause beginning late, being older at first pregnancy or never having children.  
 

- IMMUNOSUPPRESSION: Often people who receive organ transplants need to take medicine to 
suppress their immune system, which can make it difficult for their bodies to destroy cancer cells or 
fight off cancer-causing infections. People with HIV/AIDS also have suppressed immune systems, 
causing them to also have higher cancer risks. 

  
- INFECTIOUS AGENTS: Some viruses, bacteria and parasites can cause cancer or increase cancer 

risk in those infected. Some of the more commonly known viruses to cause or increase cancer risk 
include the following: 

o Human papillomaviruses (HPVs) can cause cervical, anal, oropharyngeal, vaginal, vulvar and 
penile cancers.  

o Hepatitis B Virus and Hepatitis C Virus (HBV and HCV) can cause liver cancer. 
o Human T-cell leukemia/Lymphoma Virus Type 1 (HTLV-1) can cause a type of leukemia and 

lymphoma. 
o Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) suppresses the immune system and makes people 

more susceptible to cancer-causing agents.  
 

- OBESITY: Obesity may be linked to an increase in risk for breast cancer (in post-menopausal women), 
colon cancer, rectal cancer, endometrial cancer, esophageal cancer, kidney cancer, pancreatic cancer 
and gallbladder cancer. While on the other hand, maintaining a healthy weight, eating a healthy, 
balanced diet and being physically active may reduce cancer risk.  

-  
How to calculate BMI: 
 BMI = weight (lb.) / [height (in.)]2 x 703 
 BMI Categories: 

 Underweight = <18.5 
 Normal weight = 18.5-24.9 
 Overweight = 25-29.9 
 Obese = >30  
 Severely obese = >40 

 
- RADIATION: We are exposed to radiation in a variety of ways. Sometimes it’s naturally occurring and 

sometimes the result of an accident or medical procedure. Some forms of higher-energy radiation, 
often referred to as ionizing radiation, can damage DNA and cause cancer. Ionizing radiation includes 
radon, x-rays and gamma rays. It does not include radiation from visible light, cell phones or magnetic 
fields. Some medical procedures such as x-rays, CT scans and PET scans and radiation therapy can 

Note: BMI is an estimate of body fat. A higher 
BMI is often associated with higher risk for 
diseases. It may overestimate body fat in 
those with muscular build and it may 
underestimate body fat in those who have lost 

muscle (i.e., elderly). 
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cause cell damage that could lead to cancer, however, the risk is very small compared to the potential 
benefit of these procedures.  

 
- SUNLIGHT: Ultraviolet radiation (UVR) from the sun or tanning lamps/booths causes skin damage that 

can lead to skin cancer. An estimated 90% of all non-melanoma skin cancers and 86% of melanomas 
are associated with UVR exposure from the sun. One indoor tanning session can increase one’s risk 
for squamous cell carcinoma by 67% and basal cell carcinoma by 29%. 

 
- TOBACCO: Tobacco use is the leading cause of cancer and of death from cancer. People who use 

tobacco or are regularly around secondhand smoke are at an increased risk of developing cancer. 
Tobacco can cause many types of cancer including lung, larynx, mouth, esophagus, throat, bladder, 
kidney, liver, stomach, pancreas, colon, rectum and cervix.  

 

Lowering Cancer Risk 
From the above risk factors, which do we have the most control over? Which risk factors do we have little to no 
control over? Unfortunately, we have no guaranteed way to prevent cancer since there are so many 
contributing and even unknown factors. However, scientists are studying ways to prevent cancer and 
prevention efforts focus on four main areas. We will focus on the first three items:  

1) Ways to avoid or control things that are known to cause cancer: 
a. Don’t use tobacco products and if you are a current user quit now!   Tobacco use in the 

United States is responsible for nearly 1 out of every 5 deaths – about 480,000 premature 
deaths each year.  About 80% of lung cancer deaths and 30% of all cancer deaths are caused 
by tobacco use.  Quitting smoking improves overall health in smokers of all ages. People who 
quit smoking reduce their lung cancer risk by 30-50% after 10 years compared to those who 
kept smoking. There are many ways to quit smoking, including: counseling, drug treatment and 
smoking reduction overtime. If you would like to quit a good place to start is talking with your 
health care provider. They can provide you with the counseling, self-help materials, drug 
treatments or whatever else you may need to quit. Even if you cannot quit entirely, by smoking 
fewer cigarettes (smoking reduction) you may still have some health benefits. Just remember 
that smoking reduction is not as beneficial as quitting altogether. Some resources include 
www.smokefree.gov and www.cancer.org/quitsmoking.  You may also contact the American 
Cancer Society at 1-800-227-2345. 

b. Practice sun protection! There are five key behaviors to practicing sun safety. They are: 1) 
apply a broad spectrum SPF 30+ sunscreen before going outside, 2) wear protective clothing 
that covers your arms and legs, 3) stay in the shade when possible, 4) time outdoor activities 
to occur in the morning or late afternoon when the sun isn’t strongest, and 5) wear wide-
brimmed hats and UV-blocking sunglasses. Lastly, do not use tanning booths.  

c. Stay current with vaccinations. The two vaccines recommended for cancer prevention are 
the HPV vaccine and the Hepatitis B vaccine. The HPV vaccine is recommended for females 
aged 9 to 26 and males aged 9 to 21. The Hepatitis B vaccine is available for all age groups. 
All children should have completed the Hepatitis B vaccines series by the age of 18 months. 
Some adults may need to get the Hepatitis B vaccine for various reasons. Talk to your 
healthcare provider to learn if you should get this vaccine.  

d. Limit alcohol intake. It is recommended that people who drink should do so in moderation. 
The Dietary Guidelines for Americans defines moderation as one drink per day for women and 
two drinks per day for men. One drink is equal to about 12 ounces of beer, 5 ounces of wine, 
or 1.5 ounces of 80-proof liquor.  It has been thought that some components of red wine may 

http://www.smokefree.gov/
http://www.cancer.org/quitsmoking


 

7 
 

have cancer-fighting properties (i.e., resveratrol), however, clinical trials with humans have 
shown no evidence to support that resveratrol can effectively prevent or treat cancer.  

e. Know your family health history. A family history of certain cancers can mean that you may 
have inherited certain genes that may increase your risk for those cancers. It is believed that 
inherited genetic mutations contribute to 5-10% of all cancer cases. Researchers have 
identified over 50 hereditary cancer syndromes (disorders that may increase risk for certain 
cancers). If you have a family history of certain cancers your healthcare provider may 
recommend genetic counseling, which will help determine if you are at a higher risk.  
 
 

2) Changes in lifestyle and diet: 
a. Add more physical activity. Researchers have found evidence that physical activity is 

associated with reduced risk of breast cancer and colon cancer. Physical activity may also 
reduce the risk of prostate cancer, lung cancer and endometrial cancer. It is believed that 
physical activity may reduce cancer risk through a variety of mechanisms including weight 
maintenance, insulin regulation, hormone balance, inflammation reduction, and improved 
immune response.  The Department of Health and Human Services issued the federal 
government's first-ever Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans in 2008.  Adults should get 
at least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity activity or 75 minutes of vigorous activity each 
week, preferably spread throughout the week.  Kids should get at least 1 hour of moderate or 
vigorous intensity activity each day with vigorous activity at least 3 days a week.   

b. Eat a healthy diet.  A diet focused on including a variety of fruits, vegetables, whole grains 
and beans may help lower the risk for some cancers. Although there is no concrete evidence 
that individual foods or nutrients can reduce cancer risk, eating a healthy diet can help control 
other risk factors for cancer, such as obesity. Taking vitamin and dietary supplements have not 
been shown to lower cancer risk. The American Institute for Cancer Research (AICR) 
recommends the following: 

 Eating at least 2 ½ cups of vegetables and fruits each day 
 Eating less red meat and less processed meat  
 Choosing breads, pastas, and cereals made from whole grains instead of refined 

grains, and brown rice instead of white 
 Eating fewer sweets 

 
3) Finding precancerous conditions early (through screenings): 

a. Colonoscopy, sigmoidoscopy, high-sensitivity fecal occult blood tests (FOBTs). These 
tests reduce deaths from colorectal cancer because they can detect polyps that can then be 
removed before they developed into cancer. In general, it is recommended that people who 
have an average risk for colorectal cancer have regular screenings between the ages of 50 
and 75.  

b. Low-dose helical computer tomography (CT). This test screens for lung cancer and has 
been shown to reduce lung cancer deaths in heavy smokers ages 55 to 74.  

c. Mammography. This test screens for breast cancer and has been shown to reduce breast 
cancer deaths in women ages 40 to 74, especially those over age 50. For those at average risk 
between the ages of 20 to 39 should have regular clinical breast exams.  

d. Pap test and HPV testing. These tests reduce the incidence of cervical cancer. They identify 
abnormal cells and allow them to be treated before becoming cancer. Testing is recommended 
to begin at age 21 and end at age 65.  
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Healthy Living and Survivorship 
A cancer survivor is anyone who has been diagnosed with cancer. There are three main phases of cancer 
survivorship: 
1)  Living with cancer 
2)  Living through cancer 
3)  Living beyond cancer 
 
In 2016, there were almost 15.5 million children and adults with a history of cancer living in the United States. 
By 2026, it is estimated that this number will increase to 20.3 million. Given these numbers, it is important to 
learn how to lead a healthy lifestyle after treatment.  
 
First, it is important to eat a healthy diet. Experts suggest focusing on plant-based foods, limiting red meat, 
limiting salt intake, avoiding sugary beverages and processed foods and limiting alcohol intake. Second, make 
physical activity part of your lifestyle. Experts suggest taking breaks from sitting every hour and getting up and 
moving for a couple of minutes before sitting back down. Set goals to increase your amount of moderate to 
vigorous physical activity every week and don’t forget muscle strengthening exercises.   
 
Regular follow-up care is also critical to leading a healthy lifestyle. Regular follow-up care should include visits 
to your primary care doctor, appropriate cancer screenings and any additional care you may need to continue 
on the road to recovery, such as support groups, therapy, etc. Cancer not only takes a toll on your physical 
health, but also on your mental and emotional health, so be sure to include it in your care plan. Almost all 
cancer survivors will face emotional ups and downs after treatment, including fear of recurrence, grief, 
depression, negative body image, spirituality, survivor guilt, relationship changes and adjusting back to a 
regular routine. These feelings are normal and part of the healing process. Just be sure to get the appropriate 
help and support when needed. 
 
Survivorship Resources: 
National Cancer Survivorship Resource Center- www.cancer.org/survivorshipcenter  
National Coalition for Cancer Survivorship- www.canceradvocacy.org or 1-877-622-7937 
CancerCare- www.cancercare.org or 1-800-813-4673 
Cancer Support Community- www.cancersupportcommunity.org or 1-888-793-9355 
Family Caregiver Alliance- www.caregiver.org or 1-800-445-8106 
LIVESTRONG Foundation- www.livestrong.org or 1-855-220-7777 
Patient Advocate Foundation- www.patientadvocate.org or 1-800-532-5274 (English)/1-800-516-9256 
(Spanish)  
 
 

Summary 
Whether or not we will get cancer depends on many factors, some of which we can control and some of which 
are outside of our control. Even though there is no guaranteed way to prevent cancer, we can reduce our risk 
factors and lead as healthy a life as possible. Developing and maintaining healthy lifestyles will not only reduce 
cancer risk, it will also reduce the risk for many other chronic diseases such as diabetes and cardiovascular 
disease. Healthy lifestyles can help us feel better, give us more energy and allow us to keep doing the things 
we love with those we love for a long time. No matter your age, current health status or past bad habits, making 
healthy changes today can lead to a healthier future.   
 

 

http://www.cancer.org/survivorshipcenter
http://www.canceradvocacy.org/
http://www.cancercare.org/
http://www.cancersupportcommunity.org/
http://www.caregiver.org/
http://www.livestrong.org/
http://www.patientadvocate.org/
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