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Abstract

Background: Physical activity (PA) is associated with improved health-related quality of life (HRQoL) among women with
breast cancer; however, uncertainty remains regarding PA types and dose (frequency, duration, intensity) and various HRQoL
measures. A systematic review and meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials was conducted to clarify whether specific
types and doses of physical activity was related to global and specific domains of HRQoL, as part of the Global Cancer Update
Programme, formerly known as the World Cancer Research Fund–American Institute for Cancer Research Continuous Update
Project. Methods: PubMed and CENTRAL databases were searched up to August 31, 2019. Weighted mean differences (WMDs)
in HRQoL scores were estimated using random effects models. An independent expert panel graded the evidence. Results: A
total of 79 randomized controlled trials (14 554 breast cancer patients) were included. PA interventions resulted in higher
global HRQoL as measured by the Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy–Breast (WMD ¼ 5.94, 95% confidence intervals
[CI]¼2.64 to 9.24; I2¼59%, n¼12), Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy–General (WMD ¼ 4.53, 95% CI ¼ 1.94 to 7.13;
I2¼72%, n¼18), and European Organization for Research and Treatment of Cancer Quality of Life Questionnaire–C30 (WMD ¼
6.78, 95% CI ¼ 2.61 to 10.95; I2¼76.3%, n¼17). The likelihood of causality was considered probable that PA improves HRQoL in
breast cancer survivors. Effects were weaker for physical function and mental and emotional health. Evidence regarding dose
and type of PA remains insufficient for firm conclusions. Conclusion: PA results in improved global HRQoL in breast cancer
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survivors with weaker effects observed for physical function and mental and emotional health. Additional research is needed
to define the impact of types and doses of activity on various domains of HRQoL.

Since 1949, the World Health Organization has noted that health is
“a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not
merely the absence of disease” (1). In ensuing years, health-related
quality of life (HRQoL) emerged as a relevant outcome, and among
populations with cancer, it is a powerful predictor of mortality and
morbidity (2,3). Thus, integrating the assessment of HRQoL into
cancer clinical trials is critical and may provide greater insight into
relevant outcomes beyond tumor response and survival (4).

Lifestyle factors, such as physical activity, are hypothesized
to influence HRQoL in breast cancer patients. Several randomized
controlled trials (RCTs) have reported beneficial effects of physi-
cal activity during or after adjuvant therapy on HRQoL after
breast cancer (5-8) and other cancers (9,10) with little evidence of
adverse effects. The benefits include improvement in specific
symptoms such as fatigue (5,6), secondary lymphedema (11),
physical function (12,13), emotional function and mental health
(14,15), and global HRQoL (13,15,16). However, the available trials
have often had small sample sizes and have in some cases failed
to show clinically meaningful effects. In addition, different
instruments that measure various aspects of HRQoL have been
employed to measure quality of life (QoL) components, which
could contribute toward heterogeneity in results between stud-
ies. For instance, the Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy–
General (FACT-G) and European Organisation for Research and
Treatment of Cancer Quality of Life Questionnaire (EORTC QLQ-
C30) have greater emphasis on cancer-related symptoms and
less on physical functioning compared with the Short Form
Health Survey (SF-36) (17). Clarifying whether the impact of phys-
ical activity varies by the instrument used to measure HRQoL
could be important. In addition, various types of physical activity
interventions have been tested across different studies including
aerobic exercise, resistance exercise, aerobic and resistance exer-
cise combined, walking, yoga, stretching, Tai chi, and Qigong.
Additional research clarifying whether physical activity overall
or specific types and combinations of physical activity are partic-
ularly beneficial for improving HRQoL in breast cancer patients is
necessary to develop better physical activity recommendations
for this patient group. Therefore, we conducted a systematic lit-
erature review and meta-analysis of physical activity and HRQoL
as part of the Global Cancer Update Programme (CUP Global), pre-
viously known as the World Cancer Research Fund–American
Institute for Cancer Research (WCRF-AICR) Continuous Update
Project (https://www.wcrf.org/int/continuous-update-project).
The aims of this review and meta-analysis were to assess the
existing evidence on whether physical activity improves global
as well as physical, emotional, and mental domains of HRQoL
measured by several common instruments; whether specific
types of physical activity are particularly effective; and whether
other aspects of interventions, such as the timing of the inter-
vention (during or after primary treatment) or mode of interven-
tion (group-based, individual-based, mixed), affected the results.

Methods

Search Strategy

PubMed and CENTRAL databases were searched up to August
31, 2019, for RCTs of physical activity and HRQoL among female

breast cancer survivors. The search strategy is described in
detail in the Supplementary Materials (Supplementary Text 1
and 2, available online) and included search terms for diet and
body fatness as part of a larger ongoing project in the CUP
Global. The database searches were supplemented by hand
searches of the reference lists of the included studies and pre-
vious systematic reviews and meta-analyses on the topic. A
peer-reviewed protocol was prepared before the review was
conducted and is available online (18). The Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses guideline for
the reporting of systematic reviews and meta-analyses was fol-
lowed (19).

Study Selection

We included peer-reviewed RCTs of physical activity and exer-
cise before, during, or after primary treatment (defined as any
surgical treatment and/or [neo]adjuvant therapy, including che-
motherapy, radiotherapy, and/or hormonal therapy, in the
acute phase of cancer diagnosis and treatment, but excluding
extended use of hormonal therapy that may last years after
diagnosis) and HRQoL overall and its main functional domains
(physical, emotional, or mental) measured using validated tools
to assess HRQoL, among women who had been diagnosed with
breast cancer as first cancer during adulthood, at any stage of
diagnosis. For the current analysis, exclusion criteria were 1)
nonrandomized clinical trials, quasi-randomized trials, 1-arm
pre-posttest design studies, population-level studies, cohort
studies, cross-sectional studies, case-control studies, retrospec-
tive studies; 2) studies in which the comparison group is not
from the same study population; 3) studies of exposures other
than physical activity; 4) multimodal or combined interventions
where the effect of the physical activity intervention could not
be separated from other interventions; 5) HRQoL outcomes not
reported; 6) comments, reviews, news, and conference
abstracts; 7) studies with mixed cancer sites where breast can-
cer was not evaluated separately; and 8) studies with less than
20 participants.

Data Extraction

The following information was extracted: author; publication
year; title; study design and type (parallel, factorial, crossover,
other); study name; number of study centers; study period;
country; study participant characteristics (age, race and ethnic-
ity); menopausal status at cancer diagnosis; body mass index;
smoking status; comorbidities (eg, hypertension, cardiovascular
disease, and diabetes mellitus); other specific characteristics
(BRCA1 and BRCA2 mutation carriers); disease characteristics
(ductal carcinoma in situ, invasive, local, regional, distant, or
metastatic breast cancer; tumor, node, and metastases classifi-
cation; grade; other stage; molecular characteristics); year of
breast cancer diagnosis; time since breast cancer diagnosis;
breast cancer treatment (surgery, radiation, chemotherapy, hor-
mone therapy) and modality (neoadjuvant, adjuvant, palliative);
interventions (modality, frequency, intensity, duration of inter-
vention); number of participants allocated to each arm; ran-
domization method; allocation method; method for assessment
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of HRQoL; means (per arm) or mean differences (between arms);
standard deviations or standard errors; confidence intervals
(CIs); P values; and analysis (intention to treat or per protocol).

Risk of Bias Assessment

Risk of bias was assessed using the Revised Cochrane Risk-of-
Bias tool for Randomized trials (20). The tool assesses the risk of
bias of RCTs based on several signaling questions on 1) bias aris-
ing from the random assignment process, 2) bias because of
deviations from intended interventions, 3) bias because of miss-
ing outcome data, 4) bias in measurement of the outcome, and
5) bias in selection of the reported result. The HRQoL assess-
ment was considered unlikely to be influenced by knowledge of
intervention received when the patient-reported HRQoL meas-
ures showed an effect in the same direction (or null effect) as
the objective physical or cognitive performance measures in the
studies. For each domain, risk of bias was graded as 1) low, 2)
with some concerns, or 3) high, and an overall assessment
across items was made as well.

Evidence Grading

An independent WCRF-AICR expert panel graded the evidence
by its strength and likelihood of causality into strong (subgrades
evaluating likelihood of causality: convincing or probable) or
limited (subgrades evaluating likelihood of causality: limited
suggestive or limited no conclusion) level. Predefined grading
criteria were used to assess study design; risk of bias; the quan-
tity, consistency, magnitude, and precision of the effect esti-
mates; existence of a dose response; and the generalizability
and mechanistic plausibility of the results (Supplementary
Table 2, available online).

Statistical Methods

Inverse variance DerSimonian-Laird random effects models
were used to calculate summary weighted mean differences
(WMDs), weighted mean change differences (WMCDs), and
standardized mean differences (SMDs) (95% CIs) for participants
who were randomly assigned to physical activity interventions
compared with those randomly assigned to a control group (21).
We were interested in the effect of assignment to intervention
(the intention-to-treat effect) but used the results from the per-
protocol analysis if this was the only analysis conducted in the
studies. Final HRQoL and change from baseline measures were
analyzed separately because the baseline values may be differ-
ent in the intervention and control groups. Separate analyses
were conducted for each HRQoL instrument, including the
cancer-specific measures EORTC QLQ-C30, FACT-G, with its
breast cancer-specific subscale (FACT-B) or fatigue subscale
(Functional Assessment of Chronic Illness Therapy–Fatigue
[FACIT-F]), because of different constructs in their scales and
subscales. A list of items included in the instruments is shown
in Table 1, and effect sizes of minimum clinical importance by
HRQoL scale are shown in Supplementary Table 1 (available
online). Exceptions were made when the instruments were sim-
ilar and could be combined (eg, the generic measures Medical
Outcomes Study–36-item short-form [MOS SF-36] and RAND SF-
36 for the analysis of general health perceptions). The meta-
analysis included analyses of global HRQoL scores (FACT-B,
FACT-G, EORTC QLQ-C30), general health perceptions (MOS SF-
36, RAND SF-36), physical well-being (FACIT-F, FACT-B, FACT-

G), physical functioning (EORTC QLQ C30, MOS SF-36, RAND SF-
36), physical component summary score (MOS SF-36), emotional
well-being functioning (FACIT-F, FACT-B, FACT-G), emotional
functioning (EORTC QLQ-C30), mental health score (MOS SF-36,
RAND SF-36), and mental component summary score (MOS SF-
36). Across all instruments, WMDs, WMCDs, and SMDs statisti-
cally significant results above 0 indicate beneficial effects of the
physical activity intervention, whereas statistically significant
results below 0 indicate adverse effects. The main analysis was
performed on the HRQoL measures from the final assessment
(maximal follow-up). These values and their measures of varia-
bility such as standard deviations, confidence intervals, and
number of participants per group were required to calculate the
effect estimates. Missing data were imputed when possible fol-
lowing standard approaches (22). We did not use an external
estimate of standard deviation or a correlation coefficient to
impute missing standard deviations for the mean changes, to
avoid making unjustifiable assumptions. When there was more
than 1 exercise group in the RCT and when the raw data per
group (eg, means, standard deviations, and number of partici-
pants) were available, we pooled the means from each arm
using standardized formulas (22). If only the effect sizes were
available, we pooled those using a fixed effects model before
including the study in the overall analysis. For studies with a
crossover design, we used the data from the start of the inter-
vention until the time point where the second (delayed inter-
vention) group started the crossover, so the second (delayed
intervention) group served as a control group as they had not
yet received the intervention (equivalent to a parallel design
trial). Heterogeneity between studies was evaluated using Q and
I2 statistics (23). Subgroup and meta-regression analyses were
conducted to investigate potential sources of heterogeneity and
were stratified by type of exercise (aerobic and resistance exer-
cise, aerobic exercise, resistance exercise, yoga, others), fre-
quency (1-3 or >3 days per week), duration per session (<60 or
�60 minutes per session), and total duration (<120, 120-180, or
�180 minutes per week), as well as timing (during or after pri-
mary adjuvant treatment), mode of intervention (group based,
individual based, mixed), and type of control group (attention
control, others such as usual care, waiting list controls). Other
subgroups by study or patient characteristics were generally
small in numbers and not analyzed. Sensitivity analyses were
conducted by estimating mean differences at postintervention
or follow-up immediately after intervention (minimum follow-
up) and by calculating SMDs as the same HRQoL assessment
tools may differ slightly between the versions. Small study
effects, such as publication bias, were assessed using Egger
regression asymmetry test (24) and by visual inspection of the
funnel plots, when there were 10 or more studies in the analy-
sis. All statistical tests were 2-sided. The statistical analyses
were conducted using the software package Stata, version 13.0
(StataCorp, TX, USA).

Results

Study Selection and Study Characteristics

From a total of 6101 records that were identified by the search
(PubMed, CENTRAL, and handsearching), a total of 79 RCTs (92
publications) (12-16,25-111) were included in the systematic
review (Figure 1; Supplementary Table 3, available online). Of
these, 59 publications were included in the meta-analyses (12-
16,25,27,31,33-38,43-47,49-52,54,56,58-60,64-67,69,74,75,79,81,83-
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6101 records iden�fied in total for which �tle  
           and abstract were reviewed 
5992 records iden�fied through PubMed  
  100 records iden�fied through CENTRAL 
       9 records iden�fied through handsearching 

4485 records excluded based on  
�tle and abstract 

1616 full-text publica�ons assessed  
for eligibility 

1324 publica�ons excluded: 
   539 not relevant topic 
   184 reviews 
   153 study protocols 
   150 cross-sec�onal studies 
      88 non-RCTs/quasi-RCTs/one-arm  
         pre-pos�est design 
     57 studies of mixed cancer pa�ents 
     49 meta-analyses 
     29 commentary/news 
     28 studies of not relevant outcomes 
     18 studies with <20 cancer survivors 
     13 case-control studies 
       8 case reports 
       8 foreign language ar�cles     
 

292 poten�ally relevant 
publica�ons on diet, body fatness, 
physical ac�vity and HRQoL in 
women with breast cancer 

91 publica�ons from 78 RCTs on physical 
ac�vity and HRQoL included in the 
systema�c review 

201 publica�ons excluded: 
   95 Other outcomes 
   73 Other exposures or interven�ons 
   17 Diet and physical ac�vity RCTs 
   13 Observa�onal cohort studies 
      3 Mul�modal RCTs  

Figure 1. Flow chart of study selection. HRQoL ¼ health-related quality of life; RCT ¼ randomized controlled trial.
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86,88,91-97,99-102,104-107,109,110). The number of participants
in the RCTs ranged from 20 to 573, with a median of 64 partici-
pants. Two of the included trials had a crossover design that
compared immediate with delayed exercise after completing
adjuvant therapy (12,49), whereas the remaining studies were of
a parallel design, comparing the effects of physical activity or
exercise with a control group.

Ten studies conducted per-protocol analyses
(27,48,49,66,73,81,91,97,102,108), and the remaining studies con-
ducted intention-to-treat analyses. A total of 20 publications
were from a pilot or feasibility study (28,32,35,44-
50,53,57,62,74,84,89,93,94,98,103). Three pilot studies (4 publica-
tions) (32,35,93,94) were followed by a separate complete trial
that published results later (13,34,82,83,90,92), and the pilot
studies and the trials were included as populations were not
overlapping. A total of 35 publications (13-15,26-29,31,34,35,38-
42,44,45,48,62,65,73,74,80,85,88-94,99,102,103,110) were from
North America, 33 were from Europe (16,25,32,33,37,43,46,47,52,
57,58,63,66,68-70,76-79,81-83,86,87,95-98,101,104,105,107), 9 were
from Australia or New Zealand (12,30,36,53,59-61,71,72,84), 8 were
from East Asia or Southeast Asia (49-51,64,67,75,109,111), 1 was
from India (106), 1 from Iran (100), and 4 from Turkey (54-56,108).

Risk of Bias of the Studies

Figures 2 and 3 and Supplementary Table 4 (available online) show
the summary of the risk of bias assessment across studies and for
each RCT investigating the effects of physical activity on HRQoL.
Half of the studies were of high risk of bias because the perceived
HRQoL outcomes were self-reported by the participants and there
were no objective measures to corroborate these patients’ reported
outcomes, which could have been influenced by their knowledge
of being in the physical activity intervention or not. Because physi-
cal activity is generally recognized as beneficial for health, this
would likely result in more favorable responses to the outcome

assessment and make physical activity appear more beneficial. For
the other risk-of-bias domains, approximately 50%-70% were
assessed as low risk: 57.7% in randomization process (selection
bias); 48.7% in deviations from intended interventions; 70.5% in
missing outcome data; and 48.7% in selection of the reported
result. The other studies were primarily of some concern (20.5%-
50%) or at high risk (3.8%-10.3%) of bias.

Global HRQoL

Physical activity interventions vs control resulted in higher
global HRQoL as measured by FACT-B [WMD¼ 5.50, 95% CI ¼
2.42 to 8.59; I2¼ 58%, Pheterogeneity¼ .004, n¼ 13] studies
(12,13,15,16,27,38,43,45,64,65,69,75,88) and WMCD¼ 6.40, 95% CI
¼ 4.12 to 8.67; I2¼ 0%, Pheterogeneity¼ .49, n¼ 7 (13,16,38,44,69,81,
84)], FACT-G [WMD¼ 4.53, 95% CI ¼ 1.94 to 7.13; I2¼ 72%,
Pheterogeneity< .001, n¼ 18 (12-15,31,38,43,46,47,59,65,69,74,83,85,
91,109) and WMCD¼ 3.10, 95% CI ¼ 1.64 to 4.55; I2¼ 0%,
Pheterogeneity¼ .58, n¼ 8 (31,38,69,81,83,85,93)], and EORTC QLQ-
C30 [WMD¼ 6.78, 95% CI ¼ 2.61 to 10.95; I2¼ 76.3%,
Pheterogeneity< .001, n¼ 17 (25,33,37,49,50,54,56,58,60,66,79,86,96,
97,100,101,104) and WMCD¼ 3.64, 95% CI ¼ 0.19 to 7.10;
I2¼ 54.7%, Pheterogeneity¼ .03, n¼ 8 (37,50,60,79,95,96,105)]
(Figure 4; Supplementry Figures 1-6).

General Health Perceptions

Physical activity interventions vs control resulted in higher gen-
eral health perception scores as measured by the MOS SF-36
and RAND SF-36 on WMDs [WMD¼ 3.72, 95% CI ¼ 0.74 to 6.70;
I2¼ 71%, Pheterogeneity¼ .001, n¼ 9 (15,31,34,36,51,67,86,92)] but
not for WMCDs [WMCD¼ 0.14, 95% CI ¼ -1.57 to 1.85; I2¼ 0%,
Pheterogeneity¼ .93, n¼ 4 (31,99,105)] (Figure 4; Supplementary
Figures 7 and 8, available online).

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Randomiza�on process

Devia�ons from intended interven�ons

Missing outcome data

Measurement of the outcome

Selec�on of the reported result

Overall bias

Low risk Some concerns High risk

Figure 2. Summary of the risk of bias assessment across studies.
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PMID Author Year Experimental Comparator Outcome Weight Randomization process

Deviations from intended interventions

Missing outcome data

Measurement of the outcome

Selection of the reported result

Overall

30702006 Ammitzboll 2019 Res UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1 Low risk

31262153 Ceseiko 2019 Res UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1 Some concerns

31242926 Dong 2019 Aer + Res UC+ Rehab SF-36 1 High risk

30912010 Mijwel 2019 Aer/ Res + HIIT UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1

30658629 Paulo 2019 Aer + Res Stretch + Relax EORTC, SF-36 1

30850143 Ying 2019 Qigong Daily PA FACT-B 1

30340503 Dieli-Conwright 2018 Aer + Res UC FACT-B, SF-36 1

30057055 Eyigor 2018 Yoga UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1

30247961 Jong 2018 Yoga UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1

29847828 Landry 2018 Adap�ve PA No PA EORTC QLQ-C30 1

28624715 Desbiens 2017 Group PA Individual PA FACT-G, -B, -F 1

28698390 Nyrop 2017 Walk WL FACT-G 1

27187092 Buchan 2016 Res Aer FACT-B + 4 1

25986222 Corne�e 2016 Aer + Res UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1

27161493 De Luca 2016 Aer + Res UC FACT-G 1

27265816 Fields 2016 Walk UC SF-36 1

27332968 Galiano-Cas�llo 2016 Tailored PA UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1

26593858 Hagstrom 2016 Res WL FACT-G 1

26975625 Ho 2016 Dance WL FACT-B 1

26988367 Lahart 2016 Home PA + Coun UC FACT-G, -B 1

26872302 Ligibel 2016 Aer WL EORTC QLQ-C30 1

27019663 Lotzke 2016 Yoga Conven�onal PA EORTC QLQ-C30 1

27840340 Shobeiri 2016 Aer UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1

27129840 Stan 2016 Yoga Res FACT-G, -B 1

25739642 Cramer 2015 Yoga WL FACT-B 1

28713846 Danhauer 2015 Yoga WL FACT-B 1

27164764 Do 2015 Res + CDT Control + CDT EORTC QLQ-C30 1

25834616 Do 2015 Early Aer + Res Late Aer + Res EORTC QLQ-C30 1

26110777 Pinto 2015 Aer + Coun (tel) Coun FACT-B, SF-36

27539586 Rogers 2015 Aer + Coun UC + Coun FACT-G, -B, SF-36 1

26408735 Schmidt 2015 Res/ Aer UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1

25484317 Schmidt 2015 Res Relax EORTC QLQ-C30 1

26050790 Travier 2015 Aer + Res UC EORTC, SF-36 1

25918291 van Waart 2015 OnTrack/ Onco-Move UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1

25567329 Vardar 2015 Aer + Yoga Aer EORTC QLQ-C30 1

24590636 Chandwani 2014 Yoga/ Stretch WL SF-36 1

23957716 Hornsby 2014 Aer UC FACT-G, -B 1

25338995 Loh 2014 Qigong Line dance/ UC FACT-B 1

25313756 Murtezani 2014 Aer No PA FACT-G, -B 1

25096607 Steindorf 2014 Res Relax EORTC QLQ-C30 1

23963636 Baruth 2013 Walk + Coun WL SF-36 1

23604998 Cormie 2013 Res (high/ low-load) UC SF-36 1

24151326 Courneya 2013 Aer combined/ high Aer standard SF-36 1

23731173 Ergun 2013 Aer+Res+Edu/Aer+Edu Edu EORTC QLQ-C30 1

23139058 Hayes 2013 Aeer + Res (face/tel) UC FACT-B +4 1

23989030 Reis 2013 Nia UC FACT-G, FACIT-F 1

24771916 Siedentopf 2013 Yoga WL EORTC QLQ-C30 1

22160629 Anderson 2013 Aer+Res UC FACT-B

23045575 Duijts 2012 Aer + Res (+ CBT) WL + (CBT) SF-36 1

22109352 Eakin 2012 Aer + Res (Tel) UC FACT-B +4 1

21207071 Li�man 2012 Yoga WL FACT-G 1

22169703 Naumann 2012 Aer + Res (+ Coun) UC + (Coun) FACT-B 1

27257529 Pruthi 2012 Yoga UC FACT-G, -B 1

22993332 Saarto 2012 Aer UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1

22843897 Schmidt 2012 Res Conven�onal PA EORTC QLQ-C30 1

21577030 Mehnert 2011 PA UC SF-36 1

20697267 Wang 2011 Walk UC FACT-G 1

22193780 Winters-Stone 2011 Res (+ impact) Stretch SF-36 1

21224783 Eyigor 2010 Pilates + Walk (+Home PA) Walk (+Home PA) EORTC QLQ-C30 1

20734132 Haines 2010 Aer Flex + Relax EORTC QLQ-C30 1

21112424 Kim 2010 Res UC SF-36 1

20530648 Lee 2010 Scapula-oriented PA Conven�onal PA EORTC QLQ-C30 1

19771507 Speck 2010 Res WL SF-36 1

19242918  Cadmus 2009 Aer UC FACT-G, -B, SF-36 1

19242918  Cadmus 2009 Aer UC FACT-G, -B, SF-36 1

19242916 Danhauer 2009 Yoga WL FACT-B, SF-12 1

19942107 Vadiraja 2009 Yoga ST EORTC QLQ-C30 1

18501061 Demark-Wahnefried 2008 Ca-rich diets + Aer + Res Ca-rich diet FACT-G 1

17530428 Milne 2008 Early Aer + Res Late Aer + Res FACT-G, -B 1

18086760 Courneya 2007 Aer/ Res UC FACT-An 1

17470863 Daley 2007 Aer PA placebo/ UC FACT-G, -B 1

17848814 Heim 2007 Aer + Rec UC FACT-G 1

17143593 Lee 2007 Stretch UC EORTC QLQ-C30 1

17785709 Moadel 2007 Yoga WL FACT-G 1

17307761 Mutrie 2007 Aer + Res UC FACT-G 1

15484202 Mock 2005 Walk UC SF-36 1

15378098 Headley 2004 Seated PA UC FACIT-F 1

12721239 Courneya 2003 Aer No PA FACT-G, -B 1

11157015 Segal 2001 Self/ supervised Aer UC SF-36 1
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Figure 3. Summary of the risk of bias assessment for the individual studies. Aer ¼ aerobic; Ca-rich diet ¼ calcium-rich diet; CBT ¼ cognitive behavioral therapy; CDT ¼
complex decongestive therapy; Coun ¼ counseling; Edu ¼ education; EORTC QLQ-C30 ¼ European Organisation for Research and Treatment of Cancer Quality of Life

Questionnaire-C30; face ¼ face-to-face intervention; FACT-An ¼ Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy–Anemia; FACT-B ¼ Functional Assessment of Cancer

Therapy–General and Breast cancer; FACT-Bþ4 ¼ Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy for Breast Cancer B þ 4; FACT-Cog ¼ Functional Assessment of Cancer

Therapy–Cognitive; FACT-ES ¼ Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy–Endocrine Symptoms; FACT-F ¼ Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy–Fatigue; FACT-G

¼ Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy–General; FACIT-F ¼ Functional Assessment of Chronic Illness Therapy–Fatigue; HIIT ¼ high-intensity interval training;

HRQoL ¼ health-related quality of life; PA ¼ physical activity; Rehab ¼ rehabilitation; Relax ¼ relaxation; Res ¼ resistance; SF-12 ¼ Short Form 12; SF-36 ¼ Short Form-

36; ST ¼ supportive therapy; tel ¼ over-the-telephone intervention; UC ¼ usual care; WL ¼wait list.
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Physical Functioning

Physical activity interventions vs control resulted in higher physi-
cal functioning as measured by FACIT-F, FACT-B, or FACT-G
[WMD¼ 1.17, 95% CI ¼ 0.58 to 1.75; I2¼ 44.7%, Pheterogeneity¼ .02,
n¼ 18 (12-16,31,38,43,45,59,65,69,74,75,83,85,91) and WMCD¼ 1.04,
95% CI ¼ 0.39 to 1.70; I2¼ 28%, Pheterogeneity¼ .18, n¼ 10
(16,31,38,69,81,83-85,93)], EORTC QLQ-C30 [WMD¼ 5.48, 95% CI ¼
3.27 to 7.68; I2¼ 50.4%, Pheterogeneity¼ .001, n¼ 16
(25,33,49,50,58,60,66,79,86,96,97,100,104,106,107) although not for
WMCD, which was 1.92, 95% CI ¼ �0.87 to 4.72; I2¼ 55%,
Pheterogeneity¼ .05, n¼ 6 (50,60,79,95,96,105)], and MOS SF-36 and
RAND SF-36 [WMD¼ 3.40, 95% CI ¼ 1.16 to 5.65; I2¼ 72%,
Pheterogeneity< .001, n¼ 12 (15,31,34,36,51,52,67,86,88,92,110) but not
for WMCD, which was 2.16, 95% CI ¼ �1.42 to 5.75; I2¼ 78%,
Pheterogeneity< .001, n¼ 6 (31,52,99,105,110)] (Figure 4;
Supplementary Figure 9-14, available online).

Physical Component Summary Score

Physical activity intervention vs control resulted in no differ-
ence in physical component summary score as measured by
MOS SF-36 [WMD¼ 1.92, 95% CI ¼ -0.18 to 4.03; I2¼68%,

Pheterogeneity¼ .01, n¼ 6 (15,34,36,88,92,102)] (Figure 4;
Supplementary Figure 15, available online).

Emotional Functioning

Physical activity intervention vs control resulted in higher emotional
functioning as measured by FACIT-F, FACT-B, or FACT-G
[WMD¼ 0.74, 95% CI ¼ 0.40 to 1.08; I2¼ 0%, Pheterogeneity¼ .47, n¼ 18
(12-16,31,38,43,45,59,65,69,74,75,83,85,91) and WMCD¼ 0.74, 95% CI ¼
0.31 to 1.17; I2 ¼ 0%, Pheterogeneity¼ .81, n¼ 10 (16,31,38,69,81,83-85,94)]
and EORTC QLQ-C30 (WMD¼ 6.17, 95% CI ¼ 0.99 to 11.35; I2 ¼ 77.8%,
Pheterogeneity< .001, n¼ 14 (25,33,49,50,58,60,66,79,86,96,97,100,104,106)
although not for WMCD, which showed 1.21, 95% CI ¼ �2.33 to 4.75;
I2¼ 51%, Pheterogeneity¼ .09, n¼ 5 (60,79,95,96,105)] (Figure 4;
Supplementary Figure 16-19, available online).

Mental Health Score

Physical activity intervention vs control resulted in higher men-
tal health score as measured by MOS and RAND SF-36
[WMD¼ 4.42, 95% CI ¼ 2.87 to 5.97; I2 ¼ 0%, Pheterogeneity¼ .75,
n¼ 11 (15,31,35,36,51,52,67,86,88,92) but no effect was observed
for WMCDs with -1.05, 95% CI ¼ -3.96 to 1.85; I2¼ 52.8%,
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Figure 4. Summary weighted mean differences and weighted mean change differences (95% confidence intervals) for physical activity and different domains of health-related

quality of life. Effects that were considered clinically significant are marked with *. CI ¼ confidence interval; EORTC QLQ-C30 ¼ European Organisation for Research and

Treatment of Cancer Quality of Life Questionnaire-C30; ES ¼ effect size; FACT-B ¼ Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy–General and breast cancer; FACT-G¼ Functional

Assessment of Cancer Therapy–General; FACIT-F ¼ Functional Assessment of Chronic Illness Therapy–Fatigue; HRQoL ¼ health-related quality of life; MOS/RAND SF-36 ¼
Medical Outcomes Study and RAND Short Form-36; PA¼ physical activity; WMCD¼weighted mean change difference; WMD¼weighted mean difference.
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Pheterogeneity¼ .07, n¼ 5 (31,52,99,105)] (Figure 4; Supplementary
Figures 20 and 21, available online).

Mental Component Summary Score

Physical activity intervention vs control resulted in higher men-
tal component summary score as measured by MOS SF-36
[WMD¼ 1.70, 95% CI ¼ 0.31 to 3.09; I2¼ 11%, Pheterogeneity ¼ .35,
n¼ 7 (15,34,36,52,88,92,102)] (Figure 4; Supplementary Figure 22,
available online).

Sensitivity Analyses, Subgroup Analyses, and
Publication Bias

Additional analyses were conducted using SMDs, and results
were largely consistent with the overall analysis for WMDs
(Figure 5). Subgroup and sensitivity analyses were conducted
stratified by minimum duration of follow-up, type of physical
activity, frequency, duration per session, total duration, inter-
vention time frame, mode of intervention, and type of control
(Supplementary Tables 9-20 and Supplementary Figures 23-110,

available online). In general, analyses using minimum duration
of follow-up showed relatively stronger effects than the main
analysis that used the maximum follow-up. Stronger effects
were observed for combined aerobic and resistance exercise,
and intermediate effects were observed for aerobic exercise and
resistance exercise separately, however, some exceptions to
this pattern were observed. When using meta-regression analy-
ses, there was a suggestion of between-subgroup heterogeneity
(P¼ .05) with a slightly stronger effect observed between aerobic
and resistance exercise combined vs aerobic only and WMDs in
physical functioning (FACT-G, FACT-B, FACIT-F)
(Supplementary Table 12, available online) and statistically sig-
nificant between-subgroup heterogeneity (P¼ .006) with stron-
ger effects for aerobic and resistance exercise combined vs
aerobic exercise only for general health perceptions (MOS and
RAND SF-36) (Supplementary Table 11, available online).
Subgroup analyses stratified by frequency, duration per session,
and total duration showed little evidence of heterogeneity
between subgroups with meta-regression analyses
(Supplementary Tables 9-20, available online). Some indication
of stronger point estimates was also observed for group-based
interventions compared with individual-based interventions,
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Figure 5. Summary standardized mean differences (95% confidence intervals) for physical activity and different domains of health-related quality of life. Effects that

were considered clinically significant are marked with *. CI ¼ confidence interval; EORTC QLQ-C30 ¼ European Organisation for Research and Treatment of Cancer

Quality of Life Questionnaire-C30; ES ¼ effect size; FACT-B ¼ Functional Assessment of Cancer Therapy–General and breast cancer; FACT-G ¼ Functional Assessment

of Cancer Therapy–General; FACIT-F ¼ Functional Assessment of Chronic Illness Therapy–Fatigue; HRQoL ¼ health-related quality of life; MOS/RAND SF-36 ¼ Medical

Outcomes Study and RAND Short Form-36; PA ¼ physical activity; SMD ¼ standardized mean difference.
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and for interventions after vs during primary adjuvant treat-
ment in several, although not all, analyses, however, the tests
for heterogeneity between subgroups were not statistically
significant.

There was no indication of publication bias across analyses,
except for the analysis on physical functioning as measured by
the MOS SF-36 and RAND SF-36, where there was indication of
publication bias with Egger test (P¼ .09) (Supplementary Figures
111-121, available online).

Adverse Events

Of the 59 studies that provided information on adverse events, 2
(13,27) reported serious intervention-related adverse events
(pelvic stress fracture and foot stress fracture); 20 studies
(28,29,38,41,48,53,60,65,66,68-72,81,88,96,103,107,109) reported
minor adverse events such as musculoskeletal injuries, chest or
muscle pain, dizziness, and treatment-related side effects; and
37 studies (15,30-33,36,37,39,45-47,50,51,54,55,57,59,62,64,67,73-
75,78,80,82,84,85,91,99,100,104-106,110,111) reported no adverse
events in the intervention and/or control groups
(Supplementary Table 21, available online).

Grading of Evidence

Evidence was graded according to the predefined CUP Global
grading criteria shown in Supplementary Table 2 (available
online). There was evidence from multiple RCTs, some observed
heterogeneity (but studies were generally consistent regarding
the direction of effect), and no indication of publication bias
(except for 1 analysis). The strength of the effects was, in gen-
eral, small to trivial (1 exception was Global HRQoL EORTC QLQ-
C30 for which the effect was of medium strength in the analysis
of SMDs), but the results were considered clinically significant
(small to medium effect or reached minimum important differ-
ence) in half of the 34 analyses conducted (Figures 4 and 5;
Supplementary Tables 5 and 6, available online), and results
were similar in sensitivity analyses using minimum follow-up
(Supplementary Tables 7 and 8, available online). Details of the
cutoff values that were considered clinically significant for the
different tools can be found in Supplementary Table 1 (available
online). There was limited evidence for a dose-response effect
(Supplementary Tables 9-20, available online). Plausible mecha-
nistic pathways through which physical activity may improve
HRQoL include physical activity being associated with improved
self-efficacy, which in turn is associated with improvements in
health status indicators that are associated with better global
QoL (112). Overall, the expert panel judged that there was strong
evidence (ie, probable causality) that interventions for increas-
ing physical activity result in improved HRQoL in breast cancer
survivors. There was insufficient evidence to draw conclusions
on specific domains of QoL or the types and doses of activity for
QoL.

Discussion

The current systematic review and meta-analysis of 79 RCTs
including 14 554 women diagnosed with breast cancer found
small, but statistically significant positive effects of physical
activity intervention on global HRQoL and physical functioning
as measured by FACT-B, FACT-G, EORTC QLQ-C30, and the SF-
36 and on the general health perceptions scale of SF-36. Effects
were weaker for mental and emotional health. Although the

effect sizes were, in general, small, in half of the analyses the
results were nevertheless considered clinically significant.
There was little evidence of serious adverse events across stud-
ies, although some studies reported minor adverse events.
There was strong evidence that interventions for increasing
physical activity improved QoL in breast cancer survivors with a
level of causality that was judged as probable. There was insuf-
ficient evidence to draw conclusions regarding specific domains
of QoL or the types and doses of activity for QoL.

Our review suggests that the positive effect of physical activ-
ity on QoL is more likely to be observed when the intervention
is initiated after primary adjuvant treatment rather than during
treatment when measured by the FACT (but not by the EORTC
QLQ-C30), but more research is needed regarding this question.
A possible explanation is that women undergoing cancer treat-
ment may be affected by side effects related to breast cancer
treatment including fatigue, pain, and peripheral neuropathy
(113), which could interfere with the adherence to physical
activity interventions during treatment and attenuate any
impact on QoL. Also, the EORTC QLQ-C30 is designed to assess
QoL related to chronic treatment side effects (114), thus it may
be less suitable for capturing short-term QoL leading to an
underestimation and increased variability of the underlying
effect when considered after treatment. Our results are sup-
ported by 2 Cochrane Systematic Reviews focusing on exercise
interventions during (115) and after treatment (7).

We also observed somewhat greater effects in group-based
interventions compared with individual-based or mixed inter-
ventions, however, the evidence base was limited by the low
number of studies and limited number of participants.
Although the current review was structured to capture the dis-
tinct effect of physical activity disentangled from other types of
interventions such as those that were multimodal, we cannot
exclude the possibility that other aspects of social support may
interplay with the effect of physical activity in group-based
interventions. This hypothesis—that group-based interventions
may have additional postulated benefits via indirect effects
involving social support and group dynamics like comradeship
of breast cancer survivors—has been previously examined
(116,117) and showed no difference in results when compared
with individual-based interventions. However, the possibility
that the design of the group-based interventions may not have
involved sufficient social interaction to show a difference in
results could not be excluded.

With respect to specific types of physical activity, a com-
bined aerobic and resistance intervention seemed to result in
higher QoL improvement compared with other types of activity,
although the number of RCTs in each subgroup was low. The
effects of resistance-only and aerobic-only interventions were
generally lower in magnitude. Including walking interventions
in the aerobic exercise group as a sensitivity analysis did not
materially change the results. The effects of yoga in all QoL
scales and subscales were either statistically nonsignificant or
not clinically meaningful. A previous Cochrane review for yoga
also showed only small, short-term benefits compared with no
exercise on overall QoL (6). Few studies were published on other
types of physical activity, such as dancing, stretching, Nia, Tai
chi or Qigong. Although some of the included studies focused
primarily on activities that may be more pertinent to specific
treatment goals and outcomes that were not considered in the
current review (eg, resistance training for lymphedema or walk-
ing for aromatase inhibitor–associated arthralgia)
(30,36,50,57,67,85), these studies were few and are unlikely to
have had a major impact on the overall findings. Further studies
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are needed to clarify to what extent specific types of activity are
particularly beneficial for various QoL outcomes. Future work
within the CUP Global will include reviewing the impact of other
exposures, such as diet, nutrition, and body weight, on QoL out-
comes. This will enable WCRF International and the national
entities (AICR, WCRF UK, Wereld Kancer Onderzoek Fonds) to
expand their recommendations for improving QoL outcomes in
this group.

In this comprehensive systematic review, we summarized
the available evidence from RCTs regarding the impact of physi-
cal activity on QoL in women with breast cancer. The structure
of the research question allowed for identifying and disentan-
gling the effect of physical activity on QoL. We specifically
focused on the independent effect of physical activity regimens;
evidence from multimodal interventions that included physical
activity were not evaluated as the component-specific effects
could not be estimated. Furthermore, the considerable number
of included studies allowed for a comprehensive evaluation of
several validated tools of QoL measurement and their subscales.
Although different tools for QoL assessment emphasize differ-
ent aspects of QoL [eg, FACT-G and EORTC QLQ-C30 place more
emphasis on symptoms and less on physical functioning com-
pared with SF-36 (17)], results were similar when different tools
for QoL assessment were considered. This might suggest that
physical activity could have a beneficial impact across a range
of QoL components. Other published reviews further support
the beneficial effects of any type of exercise (118) or of specific
types of exercise (119) on QoL in women with breast cancer, and
an individual-participant meta-analysis of 34 RCTs (70% of par-
ticipants were breast cancer survivors) also found a small but
significant effect of exercise on QoL and physical function (z
score ¼ 0.15, 95% CI ¼ 0.10 to 0.20, and z score ¼ 0.18, 95% CI ¼
0.13 to 0.23, respectively) (120).

Despite the large evidence base, most of the identified stud-
ies were relatively small (the majority of the RCTs had less than
100 participants), and several studies may therefore individually
have had insufficient power to detect significant effects. When
change scores between recruitment and end of follow-up were
considered, less pronounced effects were observed at more dis-
tal time points. One potential explanation could be that baseline
values were accounted for in the mean change scores.
Furthermore, the weighted mean change score may be a more
appropriate measure of effect compared with the mean differ-
ence of final scores, because more than 70% of the included tri-
als had less than 100 participants and the baseline values were
not always balanced between groups. Other explanations for
this discrepancy could be that the analysis of WMCDs only
included about half or less the number of studies that were
included in the analysis of WMDs, providing less statistical
power to detect relations, or it could be because of response
shift, which involves changes in internal standards, values, and
the conceptualization of QoL related to a breast cancer diagno-
sis (121).

The accumulated evidence from RCTs had a high risk of bias
overall, based on the Cochrane Revised Cochrane Risk-of-Bias
tool for Randomized trials, but this can be mostly attributed to
potential biases in measurement of the outcome as only
patient-reported outcomes were assessed and the participants
could not be blinded to the intervention. The other bias
domains showed substantially lower risk of bias. Despite being
self-reported, the tools assessed in this review have been vali-
dated and were also relevant to the population of interest, with
some, such as the FACT-B, being specifically tailored to breast
cancer survivors (122). A varying degree of heterogeneity across

the analyses was observed, which could potentially limit the
generalizability of the results from some of the analyses.
Although we did perform subgroup and sensitivity analyses
based on several prespecified factors, such as type of physical
activity, frequency, duration, mode of intervention, time frame
of intervention, type of control, and on the studies’ minimum
follow-up, other potentially relevant modifiers such as tumor
stage at diagnosis, age, or comorbidities could not be evaluated.
However, across the numerous analyses that were conducted,
the majority of the studies showed either a beneficial effect or
no significant relation, and there were few studies that showed
estimates in the direction of an adverse effect. Some studies
may have been missed from our review, however, the literature
search was comprehensive and supplemented by hand
searches of relevant reviews and should have identified the
majority of the relevant studies. In general, we did not find evi-
dence of publication bias by visually inspecting the funnel plots
or based on Egger regression test, but the number of studies
included in some of the meta-analyses was relatively small.
The only exception was for SF-36 physical function score where
there was evidence of an inflated summary estimate because of
small study effects.

There is strong evidence that interventions for increasing
physical activity result in improved QoL in breast cancer survi-
vors with a level of causality that was judged as probable. There
was insufficient evidence to draw conclusions regarding differ-
ent domains of QoL (eg, physical, global, emotional functioning)
or for specific types, combinations, or doses of activity. It is
therefore recommended that breast cancer survivors should be
encouraged to be physically active. In the absence of strong evi-
dence for more specific recommendations unique to breast can-
cer survivors, they should follow the general population
national guidelines for physical activity, under the guidance of
their health-care team. Additional research should focus on
larger, well-conducted studies on the relationship between dose
of physical activity (including frequency, duration, and inten-
sity) and type of physical activity and QoL.
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