
1	  
	  

Integrative Oncology 
Essentials:   

A Patients’ Guide To Cancer Care And 
Prevention. 

 

 

 

By Brian D. Lawenda, M.D. 

  http://www.integrativeoncology-essentials.com 

© 2012  

(Version 1.09.12) 
 

 

Become a Facebook Fan  and visit the Blog  
to learn about the latest integrative oncology research and news 

 
 



2	  
	  

Acknowledgements: 

I would like to thank the following individuals for their ongoing support, inspiration, education and 
friendship during my academic and clinical practice in integrative oncology: 
 

Donald Abrams, MD (UCSF) 
 
Keith Block, MD (Block Center for Integrative Cancer Care) 
 
Jeffery Blumberg, PhD (Tufts) 
 
Barrie Cassileth, PhD (MSKCC) 
 
David Eisenberg, MD (Harvard) 
 
Joseph Helms, MD (Helms Medical Institute: UCLA/Stanford) 
 
Peter Johnstone, MD (Indiana U) 
 
Jay Loeffler, MD (Harvard) 
 
Paul Mills, PhD (UCSD) 
 
Stephen Sagar, MB, BS, MRCP, FRCR, FRCPC (McMaster U) 
 
Nancy Tarbell, MD (Harvard) 
 
Anthony Zietman, MBBS, MD (Harvard) 

 
 
I would like to acknowledge the following books as reference sources for this guide. I highly encourage 
anyone who is interested in learning a more about integrative oncology approaches to cancer care and 
prevention to get a copy of these books and visit the website (http://www.integrativeoncology-
essentials.com): 
 

Integrative Oncology (by Donald Abrams, MD and Andrew Weil, MD; published in 2009) 
 
Life Over Cancer (by Keith Block, MD; published in 2009) 
 
Foods to Fight Cancer (by Richard Beliveau, PhD; published in 2007) 
 
The Cancer-Fighting Kitchen (by Rebecca Katz; published in 2009) 
 
Anticancer: A New Way of Life (by David Servan-Schreiber, MD; published in 2009)



3	  
	  

 

Table of Contents 

1. Introduction: What is Integrative Oncology? 
 

2. How does cancer develop, grow and recur? 
 

3. 10-Recommendations to reduce your risk of developing cancer 
 

4. 10-Recommendations to reduce your risk of cancer growth, recurrence and other complications 
during or after cancer treatment. 

 
5. Managing symptoms using an integrative approach. 

 
Appendix: About Dr. Lawenda 



4	  
	  

Chapter 1. 

Introduction: What is Integrative Oncology? 

 

Integrative oncology is a personalized and holistic approach to cancer care that takes into 

account each individual’s unique circumstances to customize treatment programs. It uses the best 

evidence-based treatments (i.e. surgery, 

chemotherapy, radiation therapy, acupuncture, 

massage, stress reduction, herbal/botanicals, 

etc.) with the following goals: 

• Treating the cancer  
• Preventing recurrence  
• Reducing side effects and symptoms 

 

Integrative Oncology encourages 

living a healthy lifestyle to help the body in its' 

innate abilities to fight and prevent cancer. 

This can be accomplished by learning 

strategies to reduce stress, increasing 

physical activity and eating healthfully ("anti-

cancer diet & nutrition.") Practicing these 

lifestyle changes leads to beneficial "anti-

cancer" effects: 

• Strengthening the immune system  
• Decreasing inflammation throughout 

the body  
• Reducing (free radical) oxidative 

damage to cells  
• Decreasing hormonal stimulation of 

cancer cells 
 

Treatments are selected using a customized approach for each person by taking into account various 

factors: 

• Cancer type and stage  
• Other medical conditions and overall health status  
• Symptoms  
• Safety and efficacy of the treatment  
• Cost and availability of treatment  
• Social support  
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Free Radicals (Oxidation) and Antioxidants 101: 

Free radicals are highly reactive molecules that can damage DNA 
(“oxidation”), potentially leading to pre-cancerous mutations.  

• Free radicals are produced as a result of various causes 
(i.e. radiation, chemicals, viruses, inflammation, obesity, 
inactivity, stress) 

Antioxidants (“free radical scavengers”) are molecules that 
neutralizing free radicals, reducing the risk of developing DNA 
damage.  

• Your own cells produce the majority of antioxidants 
within your body, but they can also be obtained through 
foods (i.e. citrus fruits, berries, grapes, green tea.) 

You can reduce the amount of free radicals within your body by 
reducing your exposure to the sources of free radical production, 
and by increasing your daily consumption of foods rich in 
antioxidants.  

• It can take many years for a cell to accumulate enough 
DNA damage before it becomes a cancer cell. Adopting 
an ‘anti-cancer’ lifestyle will significantly reduce this risk. 

• Dietary supplements containing high-levels of 
antioxidant compounds and vitamins should be avoided 
while undergoing radiation therapy, as they may reduce 
the effectiveness of treatment. Many oncologists also 
discourage taking antioxidants while undergoing 
chemotherapy, although the research is less certain. 
Always discuss your use of any supplements with your 
oncologist.  

• Consuming antioxidant-rich foods (during radiation 
therapy and/or chemotherapy) is the recommended and 
safe source of these important ‘anti-cancer’ compounds.  
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Integrative oncology is no longer an “alternative” approach to cancer care.  Increasingly, 

prestigious academic cancer centers (for example: Harvard, Memorial Sloan Kettering, MD Anderson, 

Duke, UCSF) are incorporating integrative oncology within their practice of taking care of patients living 

with and beyond cancer. As an integrative oncologist, I commonly see patients who are interested in 

learning about what “other” things they can do to improve their chances of beating cancer.  The first thing 

I always clarify about integrative oncology is that it is not about treating cancer with complementary or 

alternative therapies (also known as “CAM” therapies.) In fact, it is about using various CAM therapies 

(such as: acupuncture, massage, yoga, natural botanical remedies, etc.) and recommending specific 

behavior and lifestyle changes to help our patients more comfortably tolerate the side effects of 

conventional treatment and the symptoms of the cancer itself. Integrative oncology recognizes the fact 

that when our patients are able to receive the 

entire prescribed course of cancer treatment 

they will achieve the best results.   

During an integrative oncology 

encounter, in addition to the traditional medical 

history and physical, many other subjects are 

addressed that are very important to the 

holistic (whole) approach to cancer care. I 

spend time reviewing my patient’s diet, 

physical activity and psychological stress. 

These factors have been implicated in the 

development and progression of many 

cancers. Recent studies have suggested that 

when these lifestyle factors are optimized, 

significant improvements in outcomes have 

been reported (such as: improved survival, decreased risk of cancer recurrence, reduced symptoms and 

side effects.)   Optimizing nutrition and diet is a key component in integrative oncology, and is one of the 

many topics discussed during these encounters.  Increasingly, studies suggest that by eating a diet rich in 

foods containing a variety of natural anticancer compounds, as well as limiting consumption of specific 

types of fats and carbohydrates, an individual is creating an environment within their body that is not 

conducive to cancer development and growth. There are literally thousands of natural compounds that 

have been discovered in various plants and other foods that, when taken for prolonged periods of time, 

may reduce the risk of cancer development and progression (see Table 1).   

Many of these natural products function in a similar manner as commonly prescribed drugs, and 

yet have a significantly lower risk of side effects. Consuming these substances as part of a whole foods 

diet is the most favorable way of obtaining their beneficial effects. **It is very important to inform your 

Organic Foods 101: 

I recommend choosing organically grown or raised foods 
whenever possible: 

• They often contain higher quantities of ‘anti-cancer’ 
compounds (i.e. phytonutrients) than non-organic 
varieties.  

• They do not contain hormones (some of which may 
stimulate cancer growth.) 

• They do not contain pesticides, fertilizers and other 
chemicals, which may have carcinogenic properties. 

• Free-range poultry and organic, grass-fed animals 
produce higher levels of omega-3  (“good”) fatty acids 
compared with grain-fed animals. 

Read about the “dirty dozen” fruits and vegetables that are high in 
pesticide residues. Select the organic varieties of these whenever 
possible. (http://www.ewg.org) 
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oncologist and surgeons about any vitamins or supplements you are taking, as these may alter the 

effectiveness of certain treatments, increase their toxicity or lead to complications (such as bleeding.)  

Another key component of integrative oncology is stress reduction.  It is quite common to come 

down with a cold shortly after periods of high stress. Scientists believe that this is likely a result of 

naturally occurring stress hormones (like 

cortisol and epinephrine) causing a decrease 

in the strength of the immune system. 

Substantial evidence suggests that exposure 

to long periods of stress increases rates of 

cancer development and growth. A recent 

study reported that a group of breast cancer 

survivors who were taught stress reduction 

techniques had a lower risk of cancer 

recurrence and improved survival compared to 

survivors who did not receive this teaching. 

Regardless of whether stress reduction 

techniques are able to improve cancer 

outcomes, there is no doubt that they can 

greatly improve quality of life. Stress reduction 

techniques can involve any of variety of 

effective options, such as massage therapy, 

meditation, guided imagery, yoga, cognitive 

based therapies, prayer, walking on the 

beach, and many others.  

Following a diagnosis of cancer, it is 

not uncommon for patients to reduce their 

level of physical activity as a result of fatigue, 

discomfort or other side effects of treatment.  

Unfortunately, decreasing physical activity 

may actually increase the risk of cancer 

recurrence or growth.  Physical activity has many positive effects on the mind and body (such as: a 

reduction in tumor growth factors, estrogen and free radical production; increases in immune function, 

improvements in sleep and fatigue, and reduction in anxiety and depression.) If you choose to work with a 

fitness instructor or physical therapist, be sure to select one who is experienced in working with cancer 

patients. There are many forms of physical activity that can have great beneficial effects for individuals 

Inflammation 101: 

Inflammation is associated with an increased risk of cancer 
development and progression. 

Mechanisms: 

• Inflammation stimulates the production of growth factors 
and free radicals 

• Inflammation can lead to insulin resistance (leading to 
elevations in blood sugar, insulin and IGF-1) 

• Inflammation can lead to immune suppression 

• Inflammation can increase the production of proteins 
that stimulate the growth of tumor blood vessels 

• Inflammation impairs tumor cell death (“anti-apoptosis”) 

Causes of inflammation: 

• Smoking 

• Excessive alcohol consumption (>1 glass or ounce/day 
for women, >2 glasses or ounces/day for men) 

• Obesity (adipose tissue produces proteins that increase 
inflammation) 

• Sleep deficit (<6hours per night increases proteins that 
cause inflammation) 

• Pollutants (air, water, food) 

• Unhealthy dietary fats (overconsumption of omega-6s 
and saturated fats) 

• Unhealthy carbohydrates (overconsumption of high-
glycemic index foods) 

• Unhealthy cooking methods (high-flames or high-heat 
methods, such as charcoal grilling and deep frying) 
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living with and beyond cancer (such as: yoga, tai chi, walking.) **It is important to discuss any changes in 

physical activity and exercise with your oncologist.  

The integration of various CAM therapies, whole health systems (such as: traditional Chinese 

medicine and Ayurvedic medicine), conventional cancer treatments and behavioral/lifestyle changes is 

the realm of integrative oncology. A visit to an integrative oncologist may be a helpful way to start this 

journey.  

In this guide, I hope to provide you with a summarization of some of the key concepts and 

recommendations for an integrative approach to cancer prevention and cancer care. For additional 

information, resources and the latest integrative oncology news visit the website and blog 

(http://www.integrativeoncology-essentials.com) 
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Chapter 2. 

How does cancer develop, grow and recur? 

 

Cancer	  cells	  develop	  through	  a	  series	  of	  steps	  (see	  the	  figure	  “Integrative	  Oncology:	  Cancer	  

Prevention”.)	  The	  first	  step	  occurs	  when	  the	  genetic	  material	  inside	  of	  a	  normal	  cell	  (DNA)	  gets	  

damaged.	  If	  the	  DNA	  damage	  occurs	  in	  just	  

the	  right	  spots,	  the	  cell	  will	  develop	  

abnormalities	  (mutations)	  that	  make	  it	  

behave	  in	  potentially	  dangerous	  ways	  (i.e.	  

dividing	  uncontrollably,	  forming	  tumors,	  

invading	  surrounding	  tissues	  and	  organs	  and	  

spreading	  throughout	  the	  body.)	  	  Typically,	  it	  

requires	  multiple	  incidents	  of	  DNA	  damage	  

(occurring	  over	  years:	  1-‐40	  years)	  before	  a	  

mutated	  cell	  can	  transform	  into	  a	  cancer	  cell.	  	  

Since	  it	  can	  take	  many	  years	  for	  enough	  DNA	  

damage	  to	  accumulate	  in	  cells	  before	  they	  

become	  cancer,	  the	  majority	  of	  us	  have	  LOTS	  

of	  time	  to	  intervene	  by	  reducing	  our	  exposure	  

to	  the	  following	  causes	  of	  DNA	  damage.	  	  Free	  radical	  exposure	  can	  occur	  from	  different	  sources:	  

• Radiation (i.e. x-rays, gamma-rays, ultraviolet rays) 
• Chemicals (i.e. tobacco, various industrial chemicals) 
• Chronic inflammation (leading to excessive production and long-term exposure to free radicals) 
• Viruses (i.e. human papilloma virus, hepatitis C virus, Epstein-Barr virus) 
• **Lifestyle factors that lead to an increase in production of free radicals: smoking, chronic stress, 

obesity, low levels of physical activity, high fat diets, high blood sugar levels (70% of cancers 
develop as a result of these lifestyle choices!) 

Our cells are constantly being bombarded by internal and external causes of DNA damage, placing 

us at risk of developing cancer cells all the time. In fact, most of us have cells in our bodies that are either 

in the early stages of becoming a cancer cell or have already become a cancer cell. Therefore, you might 

ask ‘why doesn’t everyone get cancer?’  

Through evolution, our bodies have developed numerous ‘anti-cancer’ defense mechanisms (see the 

figure, “Integrative Oncology: Cancer Prevention”) that help protect our cells from developing and 

accumulating DNA damage: 

Psychoemotional Stress 101 

Chronically elevated levels of stress may increase the risk of 
cancer development, progression and recurrence.  

Mechanisms:  

Stress causes the release of stress hormones (cortisol and 
epinephrine), which have been shown to:  

• Increases free radical formation 

• Increases inflammation 

• Decreases the immune response  

• Decreases tumor cell death 

• Decreases the activity of DNA repair 

• Increases production of IGF-1 and other growth factors 

• Increases the production of tumor blood vessel growth 
factors (VEGF) 
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• Enzymes that repair DNA damage 
• Antioxidants that neutralize harmful free radicals 
• Immune system kills cancer-causing viruses and identifies and kills mutated cells 
• Self-induced death of mutated cells (apoptosis)  

Even if a single mutated cell is able to avoid these ‘anti-cancer’ defenses and transform into a cancer 

cell, it is not likely to develop into a dangerous tumor or spread (metastasize) without the following three 

factors:  

• Growth of blood vessels (“angiogenesis”)- providing oxygen and nutrients required by the cancer 
to grow (or re-grow) into a tumor 

• Growth factor stimulation- hormones signal cancer cells to divide and grow (or re-grow) into a 
tumor 

• Weakened immune system- reducing the body’s ability to identify and fight cancer cells 

Fortunately, each of us has the ability to reduce our risks of cancer developing, growing or recurring 

by adopting specific ‘anti-cancer’ behaviors and lifestyles (see the bottom of the figure “Integrative 

Oncology: Cancer Prevention”.) Read the following sections to learn more about how to reduce these 

risks. Visit the website and blog for additional information, resources and news 

(http://www.integrativeoncology-essentials.com). 
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Chapter 3.  

10-Recommendations to help reduce your risk of developing cancer: 

**(See the figure, “Integrative Oncology: Cancer Prevention”) 

 

By following these ‘anti-cancer’ recommendations, you can significantly reduce your risk of 

developing cancer (or developing a new cancer.)  

 

1. Stop smoking 

• All tobacco products contain carcinogenic chemicals (these can damage DNA, impair the 

immune system, increase inflammation, reduce the effectiveness of cancer treatments) 

2. Maintain a healthy body weight (optimal body mass index=20-25kg/m2) 

• Body fat increases the amount of 

estrogen in the blood (many tumors 

are stimulated to grow in the 

presence of this hormone) 

• Body fat increases your cell’s 

resistance to insulin, leading to 

elevated blood sugar levels (this 

signals the body to increase the 

production of IGF-1, a hormone that 

stimulates tumor growth) 

• Body fat increases the amount of 

inflammatory proteins in the blood 

(these can lead to DNA damage and 

suppress the immune system) 

• Body fat increases the amount of 

free radicals in the blood (these can 

cause DNA damage) 

3. Avoid foods that are higher in total 

fat (i.e. fried foods, dairy products and red meat) 

• Diets high in total fat increase body weight (see #2, above) 

• High fat foods increase the amount of inflammatory proteins in the blood (these can lead to 

DNA damage and suppress the immune system) 

• High fat foods increase the amount of free radicals in the blood (these can cause DNA 

damage) 

Body Mass (Obesity) 101: 

Being overweight or obese (Body Mass Index >25kg/m2) is 
associated with: 

• Increased risk of developing cancer (breast, 
pancreatic cancer, gallbladder, colorectal, ovary, 
cervical, endometrial, esophageal and multiple 
myeloma) 

• Increased risk of presenting with a more advanced 
tumor type at the time of diagnosis and increased risk 
of dying from cancer (breast and prostate.) 

Obesity increases cancer risks:  

• Increases estrogen levelsàstimulates tumor growth 

• Suppresses immune response 

• Increases inflammatory chemicals and growth factors 
(including IGF-1)àstimulates tumor development and 
growth 

• Increases free radical formation 

• Leads to insulin resistance à increasing insulin and 
IGF-1 (can stimulate tumor growth) 	  
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• Dairy and meat products can contain growth hormones (these may stimulate the growth of 

tumors) 

o If you wish to consume dairy products, I recommend selecting those that are organic 

(no hormones), lower fat (preferably, non-fat) and come from grass-fed animals 

(producing higher amounts of omega-3 fatty acids in their milk and meat.)  

o If you wish to consume meat products, I recommend selecting those that are 

organically raised, grass-fed 

and non-processed. 

4. Avoid foods with a high-glycemic 

index  (i.e. sugar, flour and processed 

foods) 

• Select unrefined and minimally 

processed foods. 

• Select baked goods that are free 

from unrefined sweeteners (i.e. 

sugar, cane juice, high-fructose corn 

syrup), contain no trans fats, made 

with 100% whole wheat or other 

whole-grain flours, and have 

minimal amounts of preservatives. 

• To satisfy your sweet tooth or 

sweeten foods, use fruit and small 

amounts of unrefined sweeteners 

(i.e. agave nectar, Stevia, maple 

syrup.) 

5. Eat foods containing ‘anti-cancer’ compounds (called, “phytonutrients”) 

• Table 1 (see below) lists examples of foods that contain powerful phytonutrients that may be 

helpful in preventing the development of cancer.   

• Studies have demonstrated greater ‘anti-cancer’ activity when combining multiple ‘anti-

cancer’ phytonutrients compared with only a single phytonutrient (this concept is called 

“synergy.”) The healthiest way to obtain a variety of these compounds in your diet is from 

whole food sources.  

• Dietary supplements can be a convenient way to increase the amount of phytonutrients in 

your diet, particularly for those who are not able to consume large amounts of these foods on 

a consistent basis. Always discuss your use of supplements with your physicians, as some 

supplements can interact with medications and other treatments.  

Physical Activity and Exercise 101: 

Studies indicate that increased physical activity and exercise 
are associated with: 

• Decreased risk for cancer development 

• Slower cancer progression rates 

• Reduced recurrence rates 

• Improved survival rates 

Mechanisms:  

• Exercise helps to maintain a lower body weight (see 
Obesity 101) 

• Exercise reduces levels of tumor growth factors 
(estrogen, insulin, IGF-1) 

• Exercise reduces free radical formation 

• Exercise supports the immune system 

• Exercise reduces pro-inflammatory & increases in 
anti-inflammatory molecules 
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6. Obtain protein from legumes (beans, peas, lentils, soy, nuts and nut butters) and deep, cold-

water fish (salmon, sardines, mackerel, cod) and whey.  

• These sources of protein are lower 

in total fat, contain no growth 

hormones and cause less 

inflammation and free radical 

production than those from meat 

and many dairy products. (See 

recommendation # 3) 

• Even though these protein sources 

are healthier, continue to be mindful 

of total fat and saturated fat 

contents. 

• Legumes and fish sources of protein 

contain higher concentrations of 

“good” fats (i.e. omega-3 fatty acids) 

• Legumes (i.e. soy) can reduce the 

ability of estrogen to stimulate the 

growth of tumors 

7. Obtain an adequate level of vitamin D 

(ask your physician about what is an 

‘adequate’ level for you; you might 

consider taking a daily supplement with 

1,000-2,000 I.U.’s of vitamin D-3) 

• Vitamin D is essential in supporting 

a healthy immune system 

• Vitamin D is essential in 

development of cells (cells can 

develop abnormally with lower 

levels of vitamin D) 

• Can be obtained from foods or the 

sun (after the age of 50 years-old, 

exposure to the sun produces 

significantly less vitamin D) 

8. Increase your physical activity 

(moderate exercise: at least 30 minutes per day, 5-days per week; 3-5 hours of moderately-paced 

walking per week) 

Fats 101: 

General recommendations: 

• Limit total fat intake and avoid trans fats 

• Increase your intake of foods high in omega-3s (i.e. 
cold-water, deep sea fish and nuts, flax seed)  

• Limit foods that are higher in omega-6 fatty acids 
(grain-fed animal meat) 

Trans fats (in partially hydrogenated oils): 

• May increase the risk of colon cancer progression 

• Increase DNA mutations 

Fully hydrogenated fats (in margarine) 

• Long-term effects not known 

Saturated fats (in meat and dairy): 

• Suppress immune function 

• Creates free radicals 

• Risk factor for dying of breast, prostate, colorectal 
and lung cancers 

Unsaturated fats (omega-6, 3 & 9 fatty acids): 

• Diets high in omega-6 fatty acids “bad fatty acids” 
(meat, poultry, dairy and vegetable oils) increase the 
production of inflammatory chemicals that can: 1) 
stimulate tumor growth, 2) inhibit tumor cell death, 3) 
increase the formation of blood vessels that feed 
tumors, 4) increase invasiveness of tumors, 5) 
suppress immune function, 6) increase levels of free 
radicals, 7) increase the risk of developing breast, 
prostate, colorectal and lung cancers, 8) increase the 
risk of progression and death from breast and 
prostate cancer 

• Diets high in omega-3 fatty acids  “good fatty acids” 
(cold-water fish, fish oils and walnut and flax oils) 
increase the production of anti-inflammatory 
chemicals that can: 1) inhibit the production of blood 
vessels that feed tumors, 2) decrease free radicals 
(antioxidant), 3) supports the immune system, 4) may 
inhibit tumor cell progression 

• Omega 9 fatty acids “neutral fatty acids” (olive and 
canola oils, avocados, almonds) –consume in 
moderation 
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• Studies have shown a significant reduction in the risk of developing cancer (i.e. breast, colon) 

in individuals who are more physically active. 

• Exercise decreases body weight (see recommendation # 2) 

• Exercise reduces stress (see recommendation # 9)  

9. Engage in a daily activity to reduce stress (chronic stress can impair the immune system, lead 

to weight gain, inflammation and an increase production of free radicals) 

10. Avoid exposure to environmental carcinogens and radiation (these can increase the 

production of free radicals, increase inflammation and impair the immune system) 

• Quit smoking (see recommendation # 1) 

• Limit consumption of foods preserved with nitrites (i.e. smoked meats, bacon, sausages, deli 

meats, ham, etc.). Nitrites are converted into carcinogenic chemicals in the body. 

• Limit consumption of meats cooked over high heat (i.e. BBQ), as the high heat produces 

carcinogenic chemicals (i.e. aromatic hydrocarbons, heterocyclic amines) within the meat. 

• Food oils can develop carcinogenic compounds over time. Maintain their freshness by 

keeping them sealed, refrigerated and out of the direct sun. Dispose when expired or when 

they smell rancid. Only use certain oils (light sesame, grape seed, canola, rice, peanut) when 

preparing foods requiring high-temperature cooking (other oils can develop carcinogenic 

compounds when exposed to high-heat.) 

• Limit direct sun exposure and avoid tanning beds (significant risk factors for developing skin 

cancer) 

• Limit exposure to cell phone electromagnetic radiation (use a wired headset or speaker); this 

is an area of controversy, since most high-quality studies have not demonstrated any 

increase in brain cancer risk with cell phone use. 

• The non-profit group, Environmental Working Group, has a great website that delivers eye-

opening information on toxins, carcinogens and other environmental exposures to avoid 

(http://www.ewg.org). 
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Chapter 4. 

10-Recommendations to reduce your risk of cancer growth, recurrence and other 
complications during or after cancer treatment. 

**(See the figure, “Integrative Oncology: Cancer Treatment & Care”) 

 

1. Stop smoking 

• Smoking has been shown to 

reduce the effectiveness of cancer 

treatments and increase the risk 

of recurrence and death due to 

cancer (a recent study reports that 

smokers who quit after their 

diagnosis of cancer had a 

dramatic increase in survival rates 

compared to those who continued 

to smoke.) 

• Smoking increases the risk of 

severity of side effects during 

cancer treatment 

• Smoking increases the risk of 

developing other life-threatening 

medical problems (i.e. blot clots, 

delayed wound healing after 

surgery, cardiovascular disease, 

diabetes, new cancers) 

2. Maintain a healthy body weight 
(optimal body mass index=20-25) 

• Overweight and obese patients 

have a higher rate of cancer 

recurrence and dying from their 

cancer compared to those who 

are not overweight 

• Body fat increases the amount of 

estrogen in the blood (many 

Carbohydrates (Sugars and the Glycemic Index) 101 

Carbohydrates serve as the main dietary source of sugar. They 
are absorbed and broken down into the sugar, glucose. As blood 
sugar rises, our body produces insulin (and a tumor stimulating 
growth factor, called IGF-1) to enable our cells to absorb and 
utilize glucose for energy.  

The faster the body absorbs and converts the dietary 
carbohydrates into glucose, the greater the amount of insulin (and 
IGF-1) is produced.  

The glycemic index is a score that is given to each food, 
indicating how much it increases one’s blood sugar and insulin 
levels. The higher the number, the greater the amount of blood 
sugar and insulin produced. Lower glycemic index scores are 
considered healthier (‘anti-cancer’.) The following link is an 
excellent resource on the glycemic index of specific foods: 

http://www.glycemicindex.com 

There are two categories of carbohydrates: 

Refined/simple carbohydrates (refined flours and simple sugars) 
produce a rapid rise in insulin, glucose and insulin-like growth 
factor 1 (IGF-1). 

• High-glycemic index 

• Glucose: increases tumor growth rate and decreases 
survival 

• Insulin: stimulates tumor growth, progression and 
recurrence 

• IGF-1 is a growth factor that can stimulate tumor growth 

Complex carbohydrates (natural sugars and complex 
carbohydrates) produce a much slower rise in blood sugar and 
insulin (and IGF-1). 

• Lower-glycemic index 

• Contain fiber that slows the absorption of dietary 
carbohydratesàsmoothing out levels of glucose and 
insulin. 

• Higher rates of survival in breast cancer patients with 
diets high in whole grains 
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tumors are stimulated to grow in the presence of this hormone) 

• Body fat increases your cell’s resistance to insulin, leading to elevated blood sugar levels 

(this signals the body to increase the production of IGF-1, a hormone that stimulates tumor 

growth) 

• Body fat increases the amount of 

inflammatory proteins in the blood 

(these can suppress the immune 

system) 

• Overweight individuals have a 

higher risk of developing other life-

threatening medical problems (i.e. 

blot clots, delayed wound healing 

after surgery, cardiovascular 

disease, diabetes) 

3. Avoid foods that are higher in total 
fat (i.e. fried foods, dairy products and 

red meat) 

• Diets high in total fat increase 

body weight (see #2, above) 

• High fat foods increase the 

amount of inflammatory proteins 

in the blood (these can suppress 

the immune system) 

• Dairy and red meat products can 

contain growth hormones (these 

may stimulate the growth of 

tumors) 

o If you wish to consume 

dairy products, I 

recommend selecting 

those that are organic (no 

hormones), lower fat 

(preferably, non-fat) and 

come from grass-fed animals (producing higher amounts of omega-3 fatty acids in 

their milk and meat.)  Organic, Greek yogurt with fruit makes a healthy breakfast. 

o If you wish to consume meat products, I recommend selecting those that are 

organically raised, grass-fed and non-processed. 

Proteins 101 

Plants and fish are the safest protein sources for cancer patients. 

Limit consumption of red meat: 

• Diets high in red meat increase the risk of developing 
cancers (colorectal, lung, breast, uterine, ovary, 
prostate) and cancer recurrence. 

• Red meat is high in ironàincreasing the production of 
free radicalsàDNA damage 

• Most animals are grain-fed (grain feed increases 
omega-6 fatty acid levels in animal meet à 
inflammation, tumor growth and metastases) 

• Red meat is high in saturated fatàweight 
gainàincreases estrogen levels à tumor growth 

Limit consumption of dairy products:  

• Many dairy products are high in saturated 
fatàincreased inflammation, weight gain (preferably, 
consume organic low or non-fat dairy products) 

• Lactating animals are often stimulated to continue 
producing milk using hormonesàanimals produce IGF-1 
which can pass into their milkàanimal IGF-1 may 
stimulate growth of human tumors (preferably select 
organic dairy products) 

• Dairy products are high in lactose and other 
sugarsàblood sugar, insulin and IGF-1àtumor growth 

• Dairy products are high in casein (80% of milk protein), 
which has been shown to increase tumor growth rate 
and metastases, in animals. Consuming whole dairy 
products is not likely a concern, in regards to casein. 
Limit consumption of products (i.e. protein powders and 
drinks), which use isolated casein as the primary source 
of protein. Preferentially select whey-based protein 
products. 

• Dairy products can lead to lactose 
intoleranceàdiarrhea, cramping 
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• High fat foods may increase the risk of diarrhea (leading to dehydration) during certain cancer 

treatments (i.e. chemotherapy, radiation therapy) 

4. Avoid foods with a high-glycemic index  (i.e. sugar, flour and processed foods) 

• High-glycemic index foods (simple sugars and carbohydrates) produce a rapid rise in blood 

sugar, insulin and IGF-1 (a hormone that stimulates tumor growth) 

• Low-glycemic index foods (natural 

sugars and complex 

carbohydrates) produce a much 

slower rise in blood sugar, 

requiring less insulin (and IGF-1) 

to be released. 

• Weight loss during and after 

cancer treatment can potentially 

be a serious problem (ask your 

physician for a consultation with a 

nutritionist experienced in working 

with patients who have cancer) 

• Attempting to lose weight during 

active cancer therapy is often not 

advised and should be discussed 

with your physician. 

5. Eat foods containing ‘anti-cancer’ 

compounds (called, “phytonutrients”) 

• Table 1 (see below) lists 

examples of foods that contain powerful phytonutrients that may be helpful in fighting cancer.   

• Studies have demonstrated greater ‘anti-cancer’ activity when combining multiple ‘anti-

cancer’ phytonutrients compared with only a single phytonutrient (this concept is called 

“synergy.”) The healthiest way to obtain a variety of these compounds in your diet is from 

whole food sources.  

• Dietary supplements can be a convenient way to increase the amount of phytonutrients in 

your diet, particularly for those who are not able to consume large amounts of these foods on 

a consistent basis. Always discuss your use of supplements with your physicians, as some 

supplements can interact with medications and other treatments or increase your risk of 

certain medical complications (i.e. bleeding problems, gastrointestinal distress) 

The Soy Controversy: 

Soybeans (and all soy-containing products) are called 
phytoestogens, because they are able to weakly bind and 
stimulate estrogen receptors on the surface of certain cells (i.e. 
breast, ovary) The concern has been that any stimulation of 
estrogen receptors may cause the growth of these cells; this is of 
particular concern if a tumor cell has estrogen receptors (i.e. 
breast, ovary, endometrial.)  

Recent research suggests that individuals who consume diets that 
are high in soy, such as those in certain Asian diets (i.e. 
Japanese) actually have significantly lower risk of breast cancer 
recurrence than in those who eat low-soy containing diets. 
Scientists have shown that soy contains estrogen-like molecules 
that are able to bind to estrogen receptors, thereby blocking the 
body’s own estrogen from stimulating the receptor. The soy 
estrogen only weakly stimulates the receptor, whereas the body’s 
estrogen (and synthetic estrogen, from medications) strongly 
stimulates these receptors. The net effect is that soy estrogens 
can significantly reduce the overall level of estrogen receptor 
stimulation, leading to diminished tumor growth. 

Consuming large amounts of isolated soy proteins (i.e. 
supplements, soy protein powders), as opposed to whole soy 
foods (which contain a variety of soy phytonutrients and 
phytoestrogens), may in fact lead to increased stimulation of 
estrogen receptors and should be avoided in patients with 
estrogen responsive tumors (“estrogen receptor positive.”) 
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6. Obtain protein from legumes (beans, peas, lentils, soy, nuts and nut butters), deep, cold-water 

fish (salmon, sardines, mackerel, cod) and whey 

• These sources of protein are 

lower in total fat, contain no 

growth hormones and cause less 

inflammation and free radical 

production than those from red 

meat and many dairy products. 

(See recommendation # 3) 

• Even though these protein 

sources are healthier, continue to 

be mindful of total fat and 

saturated fat contents. 

• Legumes and fish sources of protein contain higher concentrations of “good” fats (i.e. omega-

3 fatty acids) 

• Legumes (i.e. soy) can reduce the ability of estrogen to stimulate the growth of tumors 

7. Obtain an adequate level of vitamin D (ask your physician about what is an ‘adequate’ level for 

you; you might consider taking a daily supplement with 1,000-2,000 I.U.’s of vitamin D-3) 

• Vitamin D is essential in supporting a healthy immune system 

• Vitamin D is essential in development of cells (cells can develop abnormally with lower levels 

of vitamin D) 

• Can be obtained from foods or the sun (after the age of 50 years-old, exposure to the sun 

produces significantly less vitamin D) 

8. Increase your physical activity (moderate exercise: at least 30 minutes per day, 5-days per 

week; 3-5 hours of moderately-paced walking per week) 

• Studies have reported lower rates of cancer recurrence and improved cancer survival rates 

(i.e. breast) in individuals who participate in moderate exercise after cancer treatment. 

• Exercise decreases body weight (see recommendation # 2) 

• Exercise reduces stress (see recommendation # 9)  

9. Engage in a daily activity to reduce stress. Chronic stress can: 

• Impair the immune system 

• Lead to weight gain (see recommendation # 2) 

• Increase inflammation (increases production of free radicals) 

10. Follow recommended guidelines for evaluating for cancer recurrence and to assess for 

development/exacerbation of other medical problems  

Mercury Contamination In Fish and Shellfish: 

Unfortunately, there are many species of fish and shellfish that 
contain high-levels (i.e. greater than 0.2 parts-per-million) of 
mercury, a toxic, heavy metal pollutant that comes from industrial 
waste.  

Whenever possible, select fish and shellfish that contain the lowest 
mercury content (i.e. canned light tuna, salmon, pollock, cod, 
shrimp, scallops, clams, flounder or sole) and limit your 
consumption of heavily contaminated species (i.e. swordfish, 
shark, fresh or frozen tuna, orange roughy, red snapper, grouper, 
lobster) 

See the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency link for more 
information: http//:www.epa.gov.fishadvisories/advice 
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• Discuss and follow the 

recommended guidelines for your 

cancer with your oncologist.  

• Earlier intervention at recurrence 

can improve survival rates 

• Cancer treatment can increase your 

risk of developing or worsening 

other medical problems (i.e. 

osteoporosis, cardiovascular disease, diabetes) 

• Most individuals who have a diagnosis of cancer do not die of their cancer, rather they 

majority die of complications from cancer treatment or worsening of existing medical 

problems. Discuss appropriate follow-up with your oncologist and primary care provider. 

• Certain cancer treatments can increase your risk of developing future cancers. Discuss 

appropriate follow-up evaluations with your oncologist. 

• Continue to see your primary care providers for routine screening and early detection of other 

cancers (i.e. mammograms, PAP smears, colonoscopies) 

Complications and Side Effects 

Did you know that most people with cancer do not die from the 
cancer itself, but instead due to complications from cancer or from 
toxicities from cancer treatment? 

Cancer treatments may exacerbate pre-existing medical 
conditions. It is very important to inform your entire medical team 
of any new or worsening symptoms during or after your cancer 
diagnosis and treatment. 
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Chapter 5. 

Managing symptoms using an integrative approach 

 

The vast majority of problems encountered by individuals living with or beyond a diagnosis of 

cancer are not life threatening or serious, but occasionally they can be. Discuss any new side effects or 

symptoms with your oncologist.  

In circumstances when a non-conventional (i.e. non-pharmacologic, non-toxic) therapy is likely to be 

equivalent to a conventional therapy (i.e. pharmacologic medications, interventional procedures) starting 

with the non-conventional option is a reasonable first-approach. It is important to consider and weigh the 

following factors whenever choosing a specific therapy: 

 

• Safety (i.e. side effects, potential interactions 

with other therapies) 

• Effectiveness (i.e. specifically relating to the 

symptom/side effect to be treated, quality of 

supporting research) 

• Cost (i.e. some therapies require a significant 

cost commitment before seeing improvements in 

the symptom/side effect being addressed) 

• Convenience (i.e. some therapies may not be 

available in your area, some therapies may 

require multiple treatments to achieve the same 

results as a different therapy which requires 

fewer treatments) 

 

In circumstances when a conventional therapy is selected for managing a specific symptom/side 

effect, there may be reasons to add a non-conventional therapy: 

• Combining both therapies may increase the effectiveness of the treatments 

• Combining both therapies may enable the use of a lower dosage of the conventional therapy 

(many of which have their own side effects) 

 

Table 2 (below) demonstrates examples of common symptoms and conventional and non-

conventional therapeutic options. This is not intended to be a comprehensive list of symptoms and 

Discuss the use of all therapies with your 
oncology team. 

Surveys indicate that as many as 90% of patients use 
complementary and alternative therapies while 
undergoing conventional cancer treatment. 

Unfortunately, most patients do not tell their 
oncologists what else they are doing, because they 
expect to be criticized, ridiculed or told to stop. 

The fact is, oncologists are more educated about 
complementary therapies these days than they were 
only a few years ago.  

Even if your oncologist doesn’t accept a specific 
therapy as scientifically ‘legitimate’, they would much 
rather know what your are taking/doing so that they 
can help you avoid potentially harmful interactions or 
decreased treatment efficacy. 
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therapies. I have incorporated additional information and resources on these symptoms and many others 

on the website (http://www.integrativeoncology-essentials.com). 

I always recommend that you discuss any new therapy that you have started or might be considering 

with your oncologist. Visit the website to find information on integrative oncology centers and programs 

that may be close to you. 
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Table 1: ‘Anti-Cancer’ Foods 

(Visit the website to learn about many other ‘anti-cancer’ foods and nutrients 
http://www.integrativeoncology-essentials.com) 

‘Anti-Cancer’ Activity ‘Anti-Cancer’ Food Examples 
Anti-angiogenic (preventing tumor blood vessel 
formation) 

• Cruciferous vegetables (i.e. broccoli, cabbage, 
kale) 

• Turmeric (yellow spice in curry) 
• Green tea (Japanese varieties contain the 

greatest amount of the ‘anti-cancer’ 
phytonutrients) 

• Berries (i.e. strawberries, blueberries, 
cranberries) 

• Grapes (i.e. red wine) 
• Omega-3 fatty acids (i.e. nuts, flax seed, soy, 

mackerel, sardines, salmon) 
Pro-apoptosis (signals abnormal cells to undergo 
cell death) 

• Cruciferous vegetables (i.e. broccoli, cabbage, 
kale) 

• Allium vegetables (i.e. garlic, onions, leeks) 
• Turmeric (yellow spice in curry) 
• Berries (i.e. strawberries, blueberries, 

cranberries) 
• Grapes (i.e. red wine) 
• Mushrooms (i.e. reishi, cordyceps, shiitake) 

Anti-oxidant (reducing the presence of harmful free-
radicals) 

• Allium vegetables (i.e. garlic, onions, leeks) 
• Turmeric (yellow spice in curry) 
• Green tea (Japanese varieties contain the 

greatest amount of the ‘anti-cancer’ 
phytonutrients) 

• Berries (i.e. strawberries, blueberries, 
cranberries) 

• Tomatoes 
• Citrus fruits (i.e. oranges, lemons, grapefruits) 
• Mushrooms (i.e. reishi, cordyceps, Yun Zhi) 
• Dark chocolate 

Anti-inflammatory (reducing the presence of pro-
inflammatory molecules) 

• Turmeric (yellow spice in curry) 
• Citrus fruits (i.e. oranges, lemons, grapefruits) 
• Mushrooms (i.e. reishi, Zhu Ling, agarikon) 
• Ginger 

Detoxification & Elimination (reduces the 
accumulation or activity of carcinogenic toxins in the 
body) 

• Cruciferous vegetables (i.e. broccoli, cabbage, 
kale) 

• Allium vegetables (i.e. garlic, onions, leeks) 
• Berries (i.e. strawberries, blueberries, 

cranberries) 
• Citrus fruits (i.e. oranges, lemons, grapefruits) 

Hormonal-inhibition (preventing the growth 
stimulating actions of hormones) 

• Cruciferous vegetables (i.e. broccoli, cabbage, 
kale) 

• Soy (i.e. soybeans, miso, tofu) 
• Tomatoes 

Immune system support • Mushrooms (i.e. reishi, cordyceps, shiitake) 
• Omega-3 fatty acids (i.e. nuts, flax seed, soy, 

mackerel, sardines, salmon) 
• Citrus fruits (i.e. oranges, lemons, grapefruits) 
• Turmeric (yellow spice in curry) 
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Table 2. Common side effects with examples of conventional and non-conventional therapies 
(Visit the website for many other side effects and symptoms http://www.integrativeoncology-

essentials.com) 

Side Effect/ Symptom Conventional & Non-Conventional Therapies 
Anxiety and Mood Conventional therapies (i.e. anti-anxiety medications, anti-

depressant medications) 
 
Non-conventional therapies: 

• Acupuncture 
• Cognitive behavioral therapy 
• Progressive muscle relaxation 
• Massage therapy 
• Music therapy 
• Healing touch 
• Aromatherapy 
• St. John’s Wort  
• Evening primrose oil 

Cancer pain & neuropathy 
 

Conventional therapies (i.e. pain medications, focused 
tumor treatments: radiation, surgery) 
 
Non-conventional therapies: 

• Acupuncture 
• Massage therapy 
• Healing touch 
• Cognitive behavioral therapy 
• Hypnosis 
• Support groups (supportive expressive therapy) 
• Guided Imagery 
• Music therapy 
• Progressive muscle relaxation 
• Alpha-lipoic acid (neuropathy) 
• Capsaicin 

Dry mouth 
 

Conventional therapies (i.e. Salagen, oral moisturizers) 
 
Non-conventional therapies: 

• Acupuncture 
Fatigue 
 

Conventional therapies (i.e. stimulant medications) 
 
Non-conventional therapies: 

• Aerobic exercise 
• Yoga 
• Massage therapy 
• Cognitive behavior therapy 
• Healing touch 
• Acupuncture 
• Guided imagery 
• Relaxation breathing exercises 
• Levocarnitine 
• Ginseng 

Hot flashes Conventional therapies (i.e. hormone replacement 
therapies, anti-depressant medications) 
 
Non-conventional therapies: 

• Acupuncture 
• Paced breathing 
• Flaxseed 
• Vitamin E  
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Insomnia Conventional therapies (i.e. sleep aid medications) 
 
Non-conventional therapies: 

• Acupuncture 
• Increased physical activity 
• Cognitive behavioral therapy 
• Progressive muscle relaxation 
• Yoga 
• Aromatherapy 
• Valerian 
• Melatonin 

Nausea and vomiting Conventional therapies (i.e. anti-emetic medications) 
 
Non-conventional therapies: 

• Massage 
• Acupuncture 
• Hypnosis 
• Cognitive behavioral therapy 
• Progressive muscle relaxation 
• Music therapy 
• Guided imagery 
• Aromatherapy 
• Ginger 

Taste changes Great advice from The Cancer-Fighting Kitchen (Rebecca 
Katz, 2009): 

• For metallic tasting foods: 
o Add a sweetener (i.e. agave nectar, 

maple syrup) and a squirt of lemon juice 
o Add a small amount of fat (i.e. nut 

cream, butter) 
• For foods that taste too sweet: 

o Add a squirt of lemon or lime juice (keep 
adding a few more drops at a time until 
the sweetness is neutralized) 

• For foods that taste too salty: 
o Add a few drops of lemon juice. Keep 

adding until the salt taste is gone. 
• For foods that taste too bitter: 

o Add a sweetener (i.e. agave nectar, 
maple syrup) 

• Foods taste like “cardboard” or have no taste: 
o Add salt (i.e. Hawaiian sea salt, 

Himalayan salt) a pinch at a time until 
the foods’ taste develops. 

o Add drops of lemon juice. 
Poor appetite and weight loss 
 

Conventional therapies (i.e. Nutrition counseling, 
Megace, Marinol) 
 
Non-conventional therapies: 

• Creatine 
• Increased physical activity 
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Appendix. 

About Dr. Lawenda: 

  

Brian D. Lawenda, M.D. is a Board Certified Radiation Oncologist, 
recently serving as the Clinical Director of Radiation Oncology at the 
Naval Medical Center in San Diego. He is a member of the Board of 
Directors of the Pacific College of Oriental Medicine and a board 
member of the Society for Integrative Oncology. Dr. Lawenda is 
recognized for his academic and leadership contributions to the field 
Integrative Oncology, and incorporates this into his Radiation Oncology 
practice at 21st Century Oncology, in Las Vegas. 
 
Dr. Lawenda is a graduate of Temple University School of Medicine, in 
Philadelphia. He was elected to the membership of the Alpha Omega 
Alpha Honor Medical Society. He completed an internship in General 
Surgery with the Naval Medical Center San Diego, and later served his 

residency in Radiation Oncology at the Harvard Medical School, Massachusetts General Hospital in 
Boston where he was appointed Chief Resident (of the Harvard Combined Radiation Oncology Program- 
the largest radiation oncology residency program in the United States.)  
 
Following his residency training, Dr. Lawenda studied Acupuncture and Herbal Medicine through the 
prestigious Helms Medical Institute (a Stanford University/UCLA sponsored program.) While serving as 
an active duty Commander at the Naval Medical Center San Diego, he started a busy acupuncture 
practice (treating Sailors, Marines, SEALS, cancer patients and survivors, pediatric patients, our 
“Wounded Warriors” and many others.)  
 
Dr. Lawenda has numerous recognitions and awards, including: First Place, Academic Research Award 
Recipient (Naval Medical Center San Diego); ASCO Foundation Merit Award recipient; Radiological 
Society of North America, Roentgen Resident Research Award recipient (Massachusetts General 
Hospital, Harvard Medical School); Alpha Omega Alpha Honor Medical Society (Temple University 
School of Medicine); Research grant recipient (Harvard Medical School, Osher Institute of 
Complementary and Alternative Medicine.) 
 
Dr. Lawenda has a wide range of research interests, including various aspects of Radiation Oncology, 
Acupuncture and Integrative Oncology. He has focused much of his recent efforts studying 
techniques/therapies, which may enhance the quality of life for cancer survivors. His research articles, 
chapters and studies have been published in The Journal of the National Cancer Institute, The 
International Journal of Radiation Oncology Biology Physics, The Cancer Journal, The ENT Journal 
Perez and Brady’s Principles and Practice of Radiation Oncology, CA: A Cancer Journal for Clinicians, 
and in a recently released textbook Integrative Oncology by Donald Abrams and Andrew Weil.  

	  

	  

	  	  

	  


