
STORY AT-A-GLANCE

Breast cancer is now the most frequently diagnosed cancer in women worldwide —

according to the World Health Organization (WHO), 2.3 million women were diagnosed

with this condition in 2022, resulting in 670,000 deaths.  While many factors could

increase your chances of developing this disease, such as an unhealthy diet, alcohol

intake, genetics, and a family history of cancer (to name a few), a study recently

discovered that living a sedentary life is a significant risk factor — especially if you’re

obese.

Sitting More Than 4 Hours Daily Increases Breast Cancer
Risk Among Obese Women

Analysis by Dr. Joseph Mercola  August 12, 2025

Obese women who sit more than four hours daily without regular movement face up to

2.56 times higher breast cancer risk, according to new research



A mere 10 minutes of brisk walking weekly was enough to eliminate the heightened

breast cancer risk from prolonged sitting, proving small actions offer big protection



Postmenopausal women, those over 60, with BMI over 35, lower income, or higher

education levels faced greater cancer risk when sedentary and physically inactive



Physical activity lowers estrogen-producing visceral fat, improves insulin sensitivity, and

enhances immune surveillance — all of which reduce the likelihood of cancer cell growth

and spread



Walking not only reduces cancer risk but also improves mitochondrial health, immunity,

and overall survival, outperforming even high-intensity workouts in long-term health

benefits


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The good news is there’s a way to reverse the risk. All it takes is to incorporate more

movement into your daily schedule, and it could be as simple as doing some brisk

walking around the block.

Even Just a Little Movement Flips the Breast Cancer Risk Curve
for Obese Women

Recent research published in BMC Women’s Health explored a critical question — Does

the amount of time obese women spend sitting each day impact their breast cancer

risk? And if so, does movement make a difference? Using data from the U.S.-based

National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES), researchers from Meizhou

People’s Hospital in China sought to find out.

• The study involved 9,706 obese women with an average age of 50.3 years — The

participants had a body mass index over 30 kg/m2, which is the standard set by the

World Health Organization (WHO) for obesity.

• The study divided participants into four groups based on how long they typically

sat each day — The women were divided among those who sat for less than four

hours, four to six hours, six to eight hours, and more than eight hours. Then, the

researchers assessed how breast cancer prevalence varied based on the weekly

physical activity of these women.

Their definition of "physically active" wasn’t intense or time-consuming. It meant

just 10 continuous minutes of moderate activity per week, such as brisk walking.

• What the study uncovered was a clear and measurable pattern — Among the

participants, 271 (2.8%) were diagnosed with breast cancer, and in those who didn’t

get the minimal amount of movement, the prevalence of this disease jumped

sharply the longer they sat.
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For those sitting four to six hours daily, the odds were 2.56 times higher than those

sitting less than four hours. Women sitting six to eight hours had 2.12 times the

risk. Even those sitting more than eight hours still had 2.43 times the risk compared

to their low-sitting counterparts.

• Here’s the interesting part — The increased risk was completely erased in obese

women who were physically active. Regardless of whether they sat for four or eight

hours, those who walked briskly for just 10 minutes each week had no elevated

breast cancer risk. According to the website Food for Breast Cancer:

"[T]he detrimental effects of prolonged sitting on breast cancer prevalence

were found only in physically inactive women. The results were 0.87, 0.71,

and 1.06 for physically active women, compared to 2.56, 2.12 and 2.43 for

those who were physically inactive.

In fact, there was a positive dose-response relationship between daily

sitting time and breast cancer in both the study group overall and

physically inactive participants."

What this means is that if you’re struggling with obesity, being physically active helps

mitigate your risk. It acts like a switch, turning off the danger that prolonged sitting

normally brings. You don’t need to hit the gym, sweat profusely, or count steps

obsessively. You just need to get up and move with purpose — even for just a few

minutes a week.

Certain Factors Were Also Found to Increase Your Chances of
Getting Breast Cancer

Digging deeper into the numbers, the study also revealed that the effects were not

evenly distributed across the entire population. Women who were postmenopausal,

aged 60 or older, or had a BMI of 35 or more were the most at risk if inactive.
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• Social factors also affected the risk — Women from financially disadvantaged

backgrounds — specifically those with a family income-to-poverty ratio below 1.3 —

saw the most dramatic jump in breast cancer odds when they were sedentary. This

finding highlights how lifestyle risks often stack on top of social and economic

pressures.

"[O]bese women with low incomes tend to face more sedentary behaviors,

which may be related to the nature of their work and socioeconomic status,

as low-income women may have less access to healthy lifestyles and

eating habits due to low health awareness or resource constraints, further

increasing the prevalence of breast cancer," the researchers explained.

• Educational background also played a surprising role — Women with higher

education levels were more likely to show increased prevalence of breast cancer

when physically inactive and sedentary. It’s possible that office-based work

contributed to higher sitting times in these cases.

• Alcohol consumption also heightened the risk — According to the study, "the

relative prevalence of breast cancer increases by 7% for every 10 g of alcohol intake

increased." The researchers also noted that this positive correlation between

alcohol intake and breast cancer prevalence, could be due to alcohol’s effects on

hormones, such as estrogen.

"Alcohol consumption may affect an individual’s lifestyle choices and may

cause an individual to be more inclined to choose sedentary activities such

as watching television or playing video games rather than engaging in

physical activity during their leisure time, and may also affect an

individual’s self-control, making it more difficult to adhere to a healthy

lifestyle including reducing sedentary time after drinking," the researchers

explained.

So How Does Movement Cancel Out the Risk?



The paper explored the biological connections between physical activity and breast

cancer. One of the primary findings noted by the researchers was that regular physical

activity reduces visceral adipose tissue.

• Visceral fat is linked to higher hormone production — This deep, internal fat found

in your abdomen drives up estrogen levels, which are known to fuel breast cancer

growth in women. Movement helps flatten this hormonal spike by lowering estrogen

levels through fat reduction.

• In addition to hormone regulation, exercise helps manage insulin levels — High

insulin, commonly seen in people with insulin resistance, is linked to increased

inflammation and cancer progression. Being physically active, even in moderation,

improves how your body responds to insulin, reducing this proinflammatory state.

Lower inflammation means fewer conditions that allow cancer cells to thrive.

• There’s also the immune response — Regular movement has been shown to

improve natural killer cell function — your body’s built-in cancer surveillance

system. These cells identify and destroy abnormal cells, including cancer cells. By

engaging in even brief weekly activity, you’re essentially giving your immune system

better visibility and sharper tools to detect early warning signs of disease.

To put it simply, sitting by itself wasn’t the enemy — not moving was. If you’ve been

stuck at a desk or glued to the couch most of the day, this study gives you a way forward

that’s achievable and effective. Just 10 minutes of walking each week made a

measurable difference. That’s the kind of change that feels doable, no matter your

starting point.

Exercise — A Powerful Tool in the Cancer Care Toolkit

The benefits of physical activity have long been established, and I believe it is one of the

simplest ways to strengthen your body, improve your longevity, and make you resilient

against chronic diseases, including cancer. In particular, there’s now a growing body of



evidence highlighting the importance of physical activity in improving breast cancer

outcomes.

• Even a single exercise session offers benefits — A 2024 study published in the

Frontiers in Immunology journal found that in newly diagnosed breast cancer

patients, incorporating a quick exercise session helped boost their immune system.

According to the researchers from the University of Turku in Finland, a 30-minute

moderate-intensity cycling session influenced various immune cell subsets in the

blood of the patients.

• Exercise boosted immune cells — The researchers noticed that the composition of

the immune cells — total leukocytes, neutrophils, lymphocytes, and various T-cell

subsets — of the participants had significantly increased. Natural killer (NK) cells in

particular, had a whopping 202% increase at the end of the exercise period

compared to resting levels.

• Another notable change was the proportions of different immune cells — The

researchers found that the percentage of NK cells and CD8+ T-cells increased, while

the proportion of myeloid-derived suppressor cells (MDSCs) decreased. These

changes suggest that the participants’ immune profiles were becoming more anti-

tumorigenic after exercise. In a news release, study author Tiia Koivula said:

"The balance of different types of white blood cells determines whether the

immune system works to destroy cancer or to support it. If there are more

cancer-destroying cells than cancer-promoting cells in the tumor area, the

body is more capable of fighting cancer."

• Breast cancer patients who are undergoing chemotherapy also benefit from

exercise — In another randomized trial published in the Journal of Clinical Oncology,

173 women with different stages of breast cancer were divided into two groups.

One group received home-based exercise and nutrition intervention and the other

continued with their usual care.
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• Participants who received chemotherapy before surgery (neoadjuvant

chemotherapy) had better results when they exercised more — In the group that did

home-based exercise, 53% of them had a pathologic complete response (pCR),

meaning there were no signs of cancer left after treatment, compared to 28% in the

usual care group. They were also able to improve their diet quality during treatment,

despite the unpleasant side effects of chemo.

"Given that pCR is an accepted predictor of recurrence and mortality, our

findings could provide oncologists with a supportive care intervention that

affects the ability to potentially improve survival outcomes," the

researchers concluded.

Even a Few Minutes of Physical Activity Will Have Profound
Benefits

For many cancer patients, the idea of exercising, especially during or after treatment,

feels overwhelming. But as the featured study highlights, it doesn’t take much to help

mitigate the risk. Improving fitness doesn’t require extreme workouts, and even small,

gradual increases in physical activity will do wonders in protecting against breast

cancer.

• Consider doing moderate-intensity activities, like walking — Aside from being

easier to incorporate into your life, these types of exercises do not put you at risk of

overexercising. High-intensity workouts are often too strenuous and can backfire if

you overdo them.

• Simple movements could have a meaningful difference — Kristin Campbell, a

physical therapist and researcher with the Canadian Cancer Society, says that

something as simple as taking daily walks or performing body-weight exercises,

such as standing up from a chair multiple times, makes a meaningful difference in

both strength and overall fitness.
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• Walking is an easily accessible and effective form of exercise — According to Dr.

James O'Keefe, a cardiologist with the Mid-America Heart Institute at St. Louis

Hospital in Kansas City, for every 1,000 steps you take on average per day, your risk

of mortality decreases by 10% to 15%. He also noted that walking improves your all-

cause survival rate about two times better than vigorous exercise.

• Walking promotes your mitochondrial health — A study published in JAMA Network

Open also noted that even a modest amount of walking significantly boosts

longevity.  A separate paper published in GeroScience found that walking helps

create new mitochondria and boost their function, which lowers your risk for any

condition related to mitochondrial dysfunction, which includes cancer.

Other Ways to Reduce Your Breast Cancer Risk

Aside from living a sedentary lifestyle, there are other factors that lead to cancer

development. Eating an unhealthy diet, poor gut health, exposure to electromagnetic

fields (EMFs), and estrogen dominance are just some examples. The good news is that

there are ways to control these factors, and it starts by making significant lifestyle

changes.

• Cut back on seed oils and ultraprocessed foods — Linoleic acid (LA), a harmful type

of fat commonly found in these oils and processed foods, promotes inflammation

that fuels cancer growth. Swap out processed meals and snacks for natural,

nutrient-dense whole foods like fresh vegetables, fruits, pasture-raised meats, wild-

caught seafood, pastured eggs, and raw, grass fed dairy. These foods provide

essential nutrients that support your immune system and promote optimal health.

As for fats, choose healthy options like grass fed butter, ghee, or tallow. I also

recommend downloading my Mercola Health Coach App when it launches later this

year, so you’re able to track your LA intake. This app contains a useful feature called

the Seed-Oil Sleuth, which will calculate your LA intake to the tenth of a gram from

the food you eat.
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• Moderate your fat intake — There’s research saying that high levels of fat are

strongly associated with breast cancer;  however, completely eliminating fat is

neither realistic nor healthy. The key is moderation — For metabolic efficiency, aim

for a daily fat intake of about 30% of daily calories, and ensure they come from

healthy sources.

• Optimize your carb intake for healthy cells — Your cells rely heavily on

carbohydrates for energy, so severely restricting carbs is not a good idea. Instead,

choose healthy carbohydrates to fuel cellular energy without triggering

inflammation. These include whole fruits (with pulp), cooked root vegetables, and

easily digestible sources like white rice will provide stable, beneficial carbohydrates.

These healthy carbs support balanced hormone levels and reduce the oxidative

stress that feeds cancer growth.

• Minimize your exposure to endocrine-disrupting chemicals (EDCs) — These

substances mimic or disrupt your body's delicate hormonal balance and interfere

with essential biological processes, laying the groundwork for breast cancer to take

hold and progress. Even early-life exposure to EDCs can raise your risk for breast

cancer later in life. Read more in this article, "Environmental Chemicals Increasingly

Linked to Breast Cancer Risk."

• Eliminate unhealthy habits like alcohol and smoking — The featured study

highlighted that alcohol consumption increased cancer risk among obese women.

Hence, one of the most effective ways to lower your cancer risk is to eliminate

alcohol from your life, as even small amounts increase your risk. If quitting entirely

feels overwhelming, start by reducing your intake gradually and replacing alcoholic

beverages with healthier alternatives, like sparkling water infused with fresh fruit.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) About Breast Cancer and
Inactivity
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Q: How does prolonged sitting affect breast cancer risk in obese women?

A: Obese women who sit for more than four hours a day and are physically inactive

face significantly higher odds — up to 2.56 times greater — of developing breast

cancer compared to those who sit less.

Q: Can physical activity reduce this increased risk, even if I sit for long periods?

A: Yes. Just 10 minutes of moderate activity per week, such as brisk walking,

eliminated the increased breast cancer risk in sedentary obese women, regardless

of how many hours they sat.

Q: Who is most at risk when sedentary and inactive?

A: Postmenopausal women, those aged 60 or older, individuals with a BMI over 35,

low-income women, and women with higher education levels who sit for long

periods without exercising are most vulnerable.

Q: Why does physical activity protect against breast cancer?

A: Movement reduces visceral fat (which produces estrogen), improves insulin

sensitivity, lowers inflammation, and enhances immune function — especially

natural killer cells that detect and destroy abnormal or cancerous cells.

Q: What are other steps I can take to reduce my breast cancer risk?

A: In addition to staying active, reduce alcohol intake, avoid seed oils and processed

foods, maintain a moderate fat and healthy carb intake, and limit exposure to



endocrine-disrupting chemicals (EDCs) for added protection.
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