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Advances in systemic therapies 
for cancer have prolonged survival 
even in those who cannot be 
cured, and many people now live 
with advanced stages of cancer 
for longer periods. However, 
patients with metastatic cancer 
often receive long-term systemic 
treatments that may have a 

muscle strength, fatigue, and 
physical functioning. The evidence 
suggests that there is a need for 
physical activity programmes 

those with bone metastases. For 
example, a study of 71 women 
with metastatic breast cancer and 
71 healthy controls showed that 
those with bone metastases were 

the control group, were weaker, 
less active and more symptomatic. 
Exercise and physical activity 
prescription have a considerable 
role in counteracting these 
changes, with evidence from 
systematic reviews of exercise 
interventions in patients with 
bone metastases reporting 
improvements in functional 
capacity, lower fatigue levels, and 
increased quality of life. A focus 
on balance exercises (for example, 
tai chi) can reduce the risk of 
falls, and ensure that patients can 
comfortably complete activities 
of daily living and maintain 
independence. Importantly, many 
people with advanced cancer 
would like to be more physically 
active. Findings from two studies 
show that as many as 92% of 
patients diagnosed with advanced-
stage cancer are interested and 
physically able to participate in 
physical activity.

Exercise guidelines for cancer 
survivors state that exercise 
training is generally safe for 

cancer survivors and that every 
survivor should “avoid inactivity”. 
An effective exercise prescription 
that most consistently addresses 
health-related outcomes 
experienced due to a cancer 
diagnosis and cancer treatment 
includes moderate-intensity 
aerobic training at least three times 
per week, for at least 30 minutes, 
for at least 8 to 12 weeks. The 
addition of resistance training 
to aerobic training, at least two 
times per week, using at least 
two sets of 8 to 15 repetitions 

maximum weight, appears to result 

for patients living with cancer, 
exercise prescription in patients 
with advanced or metastatic 
disease can be challenging. 
Bone represents one of the most 
common sites of metastatic 
occurrence. With the increased life 
expectancy of patients living with 
advanced cancer, the incidence 
of skeletal metastasis continues 
to increase. More than 1.5 million 
patients live with bone metastases 
worldwide. Exercise is often 
perceived as a contraindication in 
the presence of bone metastases 
due to concerns about aggravating  
skeletal-related events. Despite 
this, it is known that exercise 
improves quality of life for 
patients with bone metastases 
and therefore it is important 
that exercise is prescribed to 
these patients. As in patients 
with primary cancer, exercise 
programmes for patients living 
with metastatic cancer should 
be individually tailored with 
consideration of the individual's 
physical capabilities and 
limitations. Referral to an exercise 
specialist working in oncology 
can be helpful (https://www.iscp.

advanced cancer should be taught 
skills on monitoring exercise 
intensity e.g. using the Borg 
scale, and correct technique for 
resistance exercises, and be aware 
of any symptoms and signs that 
should lead them to seek medical 
advice. When disease burden is 

high, resistance programmes may 

the location of bone metastasis 
which ensure that affected regions 
are not targeted, and mechanical 
force is minimised. Resistance 
exercise programmes adapted 
in this way have shown to be 
protective against muscle atrophy. 

The Trinity College Exercise 
Oncology Research Group has 
led the design, delivery and 
evaluation of several clinical 
trials and exploratory studies 
examining the role of exercise 
in cancer care since 2009. The 
group completed the ExPeCT 
Randomised Controlled Trial, 
funded by the World Cancer 
Research Fund in 2018, which 
found a six-month aerobic exercise 
intervention was tolerated well by 
a group of patients with a high 
burden of metastatic prostate 
cancer. This trial provides proof 
of principle evidence for future 
exercise studies involving this 
patient group. The group is 
currently working on The Ex-Met 
study. This study will increase the 
understanding of the relationship 
between daily activity levels 
and skeletal complications in 
patients with bone metastases, by 
examining methods of identifying 
patients who are suitable to 
exercise, therefore improving 
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There is considerable and 
growing evidence that exercise 
and physical activity improve 
multiple outcomes in people living 
with cancer, including those with 
metastatic disease. Where people 
are at risk of metastases, they 
should be encouraged to be as 
active as realistically possible. 
With more people with cancer 
living for longer than ever before, 
it is paramount that patients 
maintain their quality of life and 
independence throughout their 
cancer journey. Staying active is 
key to this. 
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