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Exercise helps kids with cancer
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Role of exercise in pediatric oncology
Exercise for children diagnosed with cancer is beneficial for many reasons. Not only is it
safe, but exercise can also positively impact many of the negative physical effects of the
disease and its treatments.1-3 For example, during treatment, many children gain weight,
report problems with their motor performance and development, and have a range of
concerns related to the health of organs — such as the heart. Research has shown that
exercise during and after treatment can assist with weight management, improve motor
performance, and enhance cardiovascular functioning.4-7
In addition to impacting the physical effects of cancer and its treatments, exercise can
also promote mental health and wellbeing during and after treatment, by helping children
feel empowered and strong, experience a sense of normalcy, and connect with similar
clients, their friends, and/or their family.8 Ultimately, these benefits suggest exercise can
promote psychological health and social functioning during and after treatment.

Knowledge translation
In light of the benefits exercise can offer, we are actively looking for ways to ensure all
children with cancer have access to exercise opportunities. This is called “knowledge
translation”, and simply put, it means taking what we learn in our research studies and
moving it into practice.
In Calgary, this knowledge translation includes ensuring families have access to evidencebased exercise resources, education, and programs. This includes, the Pediatric cancer
survivors Engaging in Exercise for Recovery (PEER) program, Yoga Thrive for Youth (YTY),
and the Pediatric Oncology Exercise Manual (POEM).
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S U M M A R Y
Exercise among cancer
patients has many
physiological, mental,
and social wellbeing
effects during and after
treatments.
This WellSpring highlights
the various programs
that support free physical
activity opportunities
developed for children
and youth that have been
diagnosed with cancer,
survivors of pediatric
cancer, and their siblings,
as a means to support
and empower them to
be physically active and
experience a sense of
normalcy.

Pediatric cancer survivors Engaging in Exercise for Recovery (PEER)
PEER is a free physical activity program
developed for children and youth
(2–17 years of age) who have been
diagnosed with any type or stage of
cancer, survivors of pediatric cancer, and
their siblings. This program was launched
in May 2012 by a multidisciplinary
team, including a pediatric oncologist,
psychologist, physiotherapist, exercise
physiologist, and a cancer and exercise
expert in the Thrive Centre at the
University of Calgary.
There are currently three age groups
in the program: preschool (2–5 years),
school (6–10 years), and teen (11–18
years). Each session is overseen by an
exercise physiologist, pediatric nurse, and
volunteers to ensure safety and program
goal development.
The main goals of this program are to
decrease physiological deconditioning,
enhance physical literacy and quality of
Veronica, 6 years old.
life, and empower children and youth to
become physically active and eventually
re-integrate into community-based sport and recreation. To ensure program sustainability,
the program is in partnership with the Kids Cancer Care Foundation of Alberta.

Yoga Thrive for Youth (YTY)
YTY is a fun, beneficial, and safe community-based yoga program for pediatric cancer
patients, survivors, and their siblings. YTY is delivered in a 12-week group program that
provides participants with individualized attention in a small group setting.

Exercise can
positively
impact many
of the negative
physical effects
of cancer and its
treatments.

Classes aim to improve participants’ quality of life by increasing physical fitness,
cultivating greater self-esteem, and promoting creativity and relaxation. YTY classes
also provide participants with a nurturing space for healing and a vibrant environment for
building new friendships.
All YTY classes are taught by certified yoga instructors who follow an evidence-based
protocol developed by the Health and Wellness Lab. The research undertaken to develop
the YTY program explored the health benefits of a modified therapeutic yoga program for
this population.

Pediatric Oncology Exercise Manual (POEM)
POEM was created as an educational resource, with versions for both families and
healthcare providers (www.ucalgary.ca/poem). POEM also has infographics developed
to summarize the chapters in an “easy to understand” format. Interest in POEM has
resulted in numerous translations of documents, for implementation in both clinical and
community-based settings. POEM is downloadable as a PDF, and the translational work
can be found at: www.ucalgary.ca/poem/resources.
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Even more...
Can we get children with cancer moving all over the world?
Several factors must be taken into account
when developing strategies to improve
the physical activity participation rates of
childhood cancer patients and survivors.
The current state of the research suggests
there is a pressing need to provide evidencebased guidelines for those working with
this population to promote physical
activity participation and evidence-based
recommendations for children with cancer.
As a result, we have created and are leading
the International Pediatric Oncology Exercise
Group (iPOEG) to develop evidence-based
guidelines and recommendations for exercise
in childhood cancer patients and survivors.
These guidelines will not only serve as a tool
for enhancing awareness around the benefits
of physical activity during the pediatric cancer
journey, but will also establish a common
criterion for exercise prescription in pediatric
cancer populations.
Kenzie, 8 years old.
In order to generate these guidelines, we first
identified the exercise programs that are being offered worldwide,9 finding 46 programs
being offered in 10 countries, including our own PEER and YTY. Second, we have started
learning about the process of knowledge translation from those who successfully
translated knowledge. Finally, we have assembled a core team of nine researchers in
pediatric oncology and exercise, and a larger team of over 100 key stakeholders, including
researchers, healthcare providers, and program developers from all over the world to help
us prepare exercise guidelines and recommendations.
Using the Delphi process,10,11 we are currently building consensus for the guidelines and
recommendations content. This process will culminate with an in-person meeting in
Banff, Alberta in September 2019, with the core team, patient/family representatives,
and additional healthcare providers, to provide input for the finalization of the iPOEG
guidelines and recommendations.

Exercise can
help children
feel empowered
and strong,
experience
a sense of
normalcy, and
connect with
similar clients,
their friends,
and/or their
family.

Take home message
The current state of evidence supports the role of exercise in pediatric oncology for
providing physical, functional, and psychosocial benefits. However, concerted knowledge
translation efforts are required to ultimately enhance quality of life. These efforts can
include programs, educational resources, guidelines, and recommendations.
In Calgary, we are committed to ensuring the accumulating evidence makes its way into
practice. Our current programs (PEER and YTY) and resources (POEM), and future work
developing exercise guidelines and recommendations specifically for children with cancer,
is a critical part of this knowledge translation.
Developing international consensus (iPOEG guidelines and recommendations) will also
continue to facilitate research networks so that we can extend our reach to ensure more
children with cancer have access to safe and beneficial exercise opportunities.
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Visit the Health and Wellness Lab’s website for further information on

References (con’t.)

• PEER (www.ucalgary.ca/healthandwellnesslab/programs/peer),
• YTY (www.ucalgary.ca/healthandwellnesslab/programs/yoga-thrive-youth),
• POEM (www.ucalgary.ca/poem),
• or contact Dr. Carolina Chamorro-Vinã at cchamorro@kidscancercare.ab.ca.
Acknowledgements: Funding support to the first author (AW) was provided from a CIHR Post-Doctoral
Fellowship.
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