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For many people who have been through cancer treatment, getting back on the bike, treadmill, or indeed any 
form of exercise, is the last thing on their mind. But exercise can be a powerful ally in helping deal with the 
physical and emotional toll of treatment and to ensure continuing good health. “More and more research is 
showing that keeping fit and active can help prevent cancer returning,” Geelong oncologist Dr Karen White says. 
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For many people who have been through cancer treatment, getting back on the bike, treadmill, or indeed any 
form of exercise, is the last thing on their mind. 
 
But exercise can be a powerful ally in helping deal with the physical and emotional toll of treatment and to ensure 
continuing good health. 

“More and more research is showing that keeping fit and active can help prevent cancer returning,” Geelong 
oncologist Dr Karen White says. 

“Breast cancer patients, for example, who do 150 minutes of moderately intense exercise each week can lower the 
risk of recurrence by 35 per cent. 

“But chemotherapy often leaves people feeling flat and tired, and people who start off overweight can gain 
10 kilograms during follow-up chemo. That puts them into a zone where exercise becomes doubly hard.” 
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Yet it was the experience of a fit patient recovering from breast cancer that highlighted the need for a specialised 
fitness program. 

“This woman came in for her follow-up visit and I asked whether she was enjoying being back at the gym. She 
said she couldn’t possibly go back to her old gym because she was too embarrassed to show people how her body 
had changed,” White says. 

“I thought there must be a way of creating a less intimidating environment for people to return to exercise after 
treatment.” 

White got together with Sue Bowles, the McGrath Breast Care Nurse at Barwon Health, and Barb Cummins, the 
Breast Care Nurse at St John of God, and established Strive 2 Thrive at St Laurence’s Health and Well-being 
Centre in Belmont. 
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Strive 2 Thrive takes small groups through a three-month program of twice-weekly gym sessions. The gym is 
closed to the public to ensure participants have full support and supervision. Sessions on well-being issues back 
up the exercise program and the week finishes with a group walk. 
 
“It doesn’t matter who you are, where you live or what kind of cancer you’ve had,” White says. “It’s a very 
accepting environment that can be really healing, not just physically but emotionally.” 

She says the post-treatment phase is often a difficult period of adjustment. 

“There can be a real post-cancer void. Everyone just expects life will return to normal but for people who have 
had cancer there isn’t a normal anymore. 

“They can feel very alone, very vulnerable. A patient once described it as when the casseroles stop coming.” 

Caroline Bartholomew wouldn’t put herself in the vulnerable category but Strive 2 Thrive has had a big impact on 
her life. 

She was diagnosed with breast cancer in October 2012. That was followed by a mastectomy, six months of 
chemotherapy and five weeks of radiation therapy. 



 
This year Bartholomew completed the eight-kilometre Mother’s Day Classic run and the Great Ocean Road Half 
Marathon. “Compared to what a lot of people go through, I was pretty lucky but I did lose my hair and felt beaten 
up a bit,” she says. 

Always a keen golfer, Bartholomew played throughout her treatment. When White suggested Strive 2 Thrive, she 
didn’t think more exercise was necessary. But she quickly changed her mind. 

“After the first session, I was hooked. When you’ve had cancer, you feel like something is missing. I found Strive 2 
Thrive really helped my self-esteem and made me feel good about my body again. 

“It was so beneficial talking to people who have been through a similar experience,” she says. “I found it really 
empowered me.” 

White says it’s wonderful to see the friendships that develop out of each group and regular catch-ups for walks 
and coffee that continue long after the Strive 2 Thrive program has finished. 

“We want to keep the program free for participants and have managed to cover our costs through fund-raisers, 
sponsors and donors and a hard-working Strive 2 Thrive team who donate their time,” she says. 

“We started off wanting to build people’s physical strength but we’ve discovered the mental strength they develop 
is just as important. 

“As a doctor, I aim to give people life after cancer but this program gives them tools to thrive after cancer and 
that’s a better outcome than we could have hoped for.” 

 
 

 

 


