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For survivors of colorectal cancer, a training program 

based on short periods of high intensity exercise stimulates 

the production of inflammatory cytokine molecules which 

act against cancers and can thus reduce the risk of 

recurrence of the disease. 

High intensity interval training (HIIT) is a training method based 

on alternating between intense efforts for brief bursts and periods 

of weak intensity (or rest). 

Rather than perform continuous and moderate exercise, such as 

using a stationary bicycle for 30 minutes, interval exercise breaks 

up the physical effort into short periods (from several seconds to 

several minutes) at maximal capacity, interspersed with periods of 

rest. When the aerobic capacity is measured after this type of 

training it has been observed that a dozen minutes of intense 

physical exercise, although coupled with pauses, is more effective 

than 30 minutes of moderate continuous activity. 

A Canadian study suggested that even training based on three 

minutes of intense activity per week, divided into blocks of 20 

seconds, is as effective as standard training for improving 

cardiometabolic health, despite the total time exercising being 5 

times less1. 

ANTICANCER DISCIPLINE 

Regular physical exercise plays a very important role in the 

prevention of cancer, both in primary as well as secondary 

prevention. For one thing, studies have shown that people who are 

physically active have a reduced risk of developing at least 13 

different types of cancer2. As well, a large number of studies have 

shown that physical exercise also significantly reduces the risk of 

recurrence in cancer survivors, an effect that is seen particularly 

well with patients who have had cancers of the breast or colon. 

Consequently, several organizations (American Cancer Society, 

World Cancer Research Fund and American College of Sports 

Medicine) recommend that people who have had cancer perform at 

least 2.5 hours per week of moderate intensity physical exercise, 

such as rapid walking, to reduce the risk of death. 

HIGH INTENSITY EXERCISE AND COLON 

CANCER 

Recent observations suggest that high intensity interval exercise 

could also prove beneficial in terms of diminishing the risk of 

recurrence in colorectal cancer survivors3. 

 

 

A team of Australian researchers recruited men who had finished 

treatment for colorectal cancer at least one month previously and 

separated them into two groups: one group underwent a single high 

intensity interval exercise session (4 periods of 4 minutes on 

stationary bicycle at 90% of the maximal heart rate, interspersed with 

3 minute rest periods) while another group underwent the same 

routine but repeated 3 times each week over one month. Before and 

after each session, the researchers took blood samples in order to 

measure the levels of several inflammatory cytokine molecules known 

to brake the growth of tumor cells (interleukin-6, interleukin-8 and 

tumor necrosis factor-alpha) and for testing the effects of serum 

samples on the growth of colon cancer cells cultivated in the 

laboratory. 

REGULAR PRACTICE 

This approach allowed the researchers to determine that the repeated 

practice of high intensity interval exercise significantly increased the 

blood levels of inflammatory cytokines and that this increase was 

correlated with a reduction in the growth of cancerous cells. These 

phenomena are not, however, observed in people who have only 

performed a single session of high-intensity exercise, suggesting that a 

certain amount of exercise is necessary to generate an anti-cancer 

effect. This is in agreement with other studies which have shown that 

a certain level of physical activity (>20 MET per week, corresponding 

to about 30 minutes of moderate exercise performed 5 times weekly) 

seems necessary to diminish mortality in survivors of colon cancer4. 

High-intensity interval training thus represents an interesting 

alternative solution for individuals who are very busy or who are 

looking for variety in their exercise routine. But whether or not one 

follows this type of exercise, the most important thing remains to be 

active, particularly for people who have had cancer. 

Regular physical activity is not only a way of staying in shape but also 

represents an essential component in our war against cancer. 
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