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In 2001, experts concluded that cancers of the colon, breast (postmenopausal), endometrium (the lining of the uterus), kidney, and esophagus are associated with obesity. Some studies have also reported links between obesity and cancers of the gallbladder, ovaries, and pancreas (1).

Obesity and physical inactivity may account for 25 to 30 percent of several major cancers--colon, breast (postmenopausal), endometrial, kidney, and cancer of the esophagus (1). 

Preventing weight gain can reduce the risk of many cancers. Experts recommend that people establish habits of healthy eating and physical activity early in life to prevent overweight and obesity. Those who are already overweight or obese are advised to avoid additional weight gain, and to lose weight through a low-calorie diet and exercise. Even a weight loss of only 5 to 10 percent of total weight can provide health benefits (1). 

In 2002, about 41,000 new cases of cancer in the United States were estimated to be due to obesity. This means that about 3.2 percent of all new cancers are linked to obesity (2). 

A recent report estimated that, in the United States, 14 percent of deaths from cancer in men and 20 percent of deaths in women were due to overweight and obesity (3). 

There have been no controlled clinical trials on the effect of regular physical activity on the risk of developing cancer. However, observational studies have examined the possible association between physical activity and a lower risk of developing colon or breast cancer: 

· Colon cancer: In 2002, a major review of observational trials found that physical activity reduced colon cancer risk by 50 percent. This risk reduction occurred even with moderate levels of physical activity (1). For example, one study showed that even moderate exercise, such as brisk walking for 3 to 4 hours per week, can lower colon cancer risk (4). 

A limited number of studies have examined the effect of physical activity on colon cancer risk for both lean and obese people. Most of these studies have found a protective effect of physical activity across all levels of BMI (1).

· Breast cancer: The pattern of the association between physical activity and breast cancer risk is somewhat different. Most studies on breast cancer have focused on postmenopausal women. A recent study from the Women's Health Initiative found that physical activity among postmenopausal women at a level of walking about 30 minutes per day was associated with a 20 percent reduction in breast cancer risk. However, this reduction in risk was greatest among women who were of normal weight. For these women, physical activity was associated with a 37 percent decrease in risk. The protective effect of physical activity was not found among overweight or obese women (5).

The biological mechanism that explains how obesity increases cancer risk may be different for different cancers. (See Questions 6-11.) The exact mechanisms are not known for any of the cancers. However, possible mechanisms include alterations in sex hormones (e.g., estrogen, progesterone, and androgens), and insulin and IGF-1 in obese people that may account for their increased risk for cancers of the breast, endometrium, and colon. Sex-hormone binding globulin, the major carrier protein for certain sex hormones in the plasma, may also be involved in the altered risk for these cancers in obese people (1, 6, 7, 8). 
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