
The role of diet and  
exercise in ovarian cancer 
When you are diagnosed with ovarian cancer, you may have many questions 
about what you can and can’t do. Diet and exercise are often important parts of 
people’s lives and identities before diagnosis. However, once you are diagnosed 
there can be so many questions flooding your mind and so much medical infor-
mation to digest that asking your healthcare team about your diet and exercise 
recommendations can become deprioritised, but it is still important to have 
these conversations with your healthcare team.

We see and hear a lot about the many benefits of a 
healthy diet and regular physical exercise, such as 
improved sleep, increased energy levels, and better 
mental health.1 Beyond those universal benefits, it’s 
even more important if you are getting treatment to 
think about your eating habits and to carefully plan 
your exercise.  

Diet
Treatments such as chemotherapy and radiothera-
py can not only impact your appetite, but they can 
also change the body’s requirement for nutrients, 
and how the body digests and uses them.2 Addi-
tionally, some of the main side effects of treatment, 
like nausea, sickness, diarrhoea, and a sore mouth, 
may make it incredibly difficult to eat as much as 
your body needs.2–4 So, how can you ensure you get 
enough vitamins and nutrients from your diet?

When it comes to what you should be eating either 
during or after treatment for ovarian cancer, there 
are no hard and fast rules. However, you should 
consult with your healthcare team to understand 
if there are any food items that are contraindicated 
by your treatment and that you should avoid. Still 
there are a few simple goals:2–4

• Eat a well-balanced, varied diet with lots of
fruits and vegetables

• If you are suffering from a sore mouth, avoid
citrus fruits or tomato-based sauces

• Eat plenty of wholegrains and vegetables for
sustained energy throughout the day

• Be flexible about making changes to your diet in
case of side effects or changing nutrient require-
ments

• Try and maintain a healthy weight

The important thing is that you are aiming to main-
tain a healthy weight and eating a well-balanced 
diet. You may see supplements advertised on the 
internet that promise to make you feel better, but 
there isn’t much evidence that they work. Instead, 
consider speaking to a dietician to learn more about 
how to meet your individual dietary needs, such 
as advice on meals that can help reduce the side 
effects of treatment.



This work has been sponsored and developed by the European Society of Gynaecological 
Oncology (ESGO), the European Network of Gynaecological Cancer Advocacy Groups 
(ENGAGe) and AstraZeneca, under the umbrella of the Ovarian Cancer Commitment (OCC)

© 2022  All rights reserved
Job code: Z4-54219 | September 2023

Exercise
While it is crucial to listen to your body and rest 
when you need to, the evidence suggests that 
staying active can be beneficial if you are diagnosed 
with ovarian cancer.1,5,6

Many people who go through treatment for ovarian 
cancer report side effects of extreme fatigue (being 
very tired) and high psychological stress, and while 
it may seem counter-intuitive, aerobic exercise, like 
walking or cycling, can actually help to make you 
feel less tired and stressed during treatment.6

Aside from helping to boost energy levels and 
minimise stress, engaging in physical exercise 
throughout your treatment regimen can help you to 
avoid muscle loss - an important goal during and 
after treatment. Patients who have more muscle 
mass are often able to look after themselves better, 

can keep on working, and can continue to engage in 
other activities while undergoing treatment.7 They 
may also recover more quickly from cancer treat-
ment.7

Whether you exercised regularly before your diag-
nosis or are introducing yourself to gentle exercise 
post-diagnosis, exercise plays an important role in 
the management of ovarian cancer and can have 
many benefits in your recovery, quality of life, and 
mental health.6

The level of exercise you can engage in may change 
over the course of your treatment. For example, you 
may be asked to do so-called “prehab” exercise 
to improve your fitness before surgery.8 Ask your 
healthcare team for more information – you may 
even be referred to a physiotherapist who will dis-
cuss what exercise plan is right for you.

References
1. Professor Andreas Obermair. Benefits of exercise for patients
with gynaecological cancer. Available from: https://www.ober-
mair.info/latest-news/blog/benefits-of-physical-exercise-for-pa-
tients-with-gynaecological-cancer/ Accessed September 2022.

2. Bice J. Nutrition for the Ovarian Cancer Patient. OCRA’s 2017
Ovarian Cancer National Conference Presentations. Available
at: https://ocrahope.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Satur-
day-1115am-Erie-Nutrition-for-the-Ovarian-Cancer-Patient.pdf
Accessed September 2022.

3. Everyday Health. Food Rx: A Cancer Expert Shares What He
Eats in a Day. Available at: https://www.everydayhealth.com/
ovarian-cancer/nutrition-for-ovarian-cancer-patients.aspx Ac-
cessed September 2022.

4. Target Ovarian Cancer. Ovarian cancer, diet and nutrition.
Available at: https://targetovariancancer.org.uk/sites/default/
files/2020-07/Ovarian_cancer_%20diet_and_nutrition_Target_
Ovarian_Cancer.pdf Accessed September 2022.

5. Medibank. Could exercise help beat ovarian cancer? Available
at: https://www.medibank.com.au/livebetter/be-magazine/exer-
cise/exercise-help-beat-ovarian-cancer.  Accessed September
2022.

6. Ovarian Cancer Research Alliance. Exercise and Ovarian
Cancer. Available at:  https://ocrahope.org/2021/11/exer-
cise-and-ovarian-cancer/ Accessed September 2022.

7. Dana-Farber Cancer Institute. How to Maintain Muscle Health
During Cancer Treatment Available from: https://blog.dana-far-
ber.org/insight/2019/06/how-to-maintain-muscle-health-during-
cancer-treatment/ Accessed September 2022.

8. Fotopoulou C, Planchamp F, Aytulu T, et al. European Society
of Gynaecological Oncology guidelines for the peri-operative
management of advanced ovarian cancer patients undergoing
debulking surgery. Int J Gynecol Cancer. 2021;31(9):1199-206.


