
Guidelines to Reduce Cancer Risk

Research shows that about one-fifth of all cancers diagnosed in the United States are attributed to being overweight 
or obese, being physically inactive, eating poorly, and drinking excessively. Based on current evidence, experts from 
the World Cancer Research Fund International recommend people:

Maintain a healthy weight because 
15 types of cancer have been causally 
linked to being obese or overweight*.

Limit consumption of “fast foods” 
and other processed foods high in 
fat, simple starches, or added sugars 
because these contribute to weight 
gain without providing other nutrients.

Eat at least 30g of fiber and  
at least 400g of fruit and  
vegetables each day. One way  
to achieve this is to include in  
most meals foods containing  
whole grains, nonstarchy  
vegetables, fruit, and pulses (legumes), and to make sure 
to eat at least five portions or servings of nonstarchy 
vegetables and fruit every day. A diet rich in vegetables, 
fruits, whole grains, and beans has a low energy density 
and, therefore, promotes healthy weight.

Limit intake of red meat (beef,  
pork, lamb) to no more than  
three servings a week (12-18  
ounces a week) and consume  
very little or avoid processed  
meats (e.g., hot dogs, bacon, and salami) because 
these foods can increase risk for colorectal and 
perhaps other cancers.

Be physically active as part of everyday life; 
regular physical activity can decrease risk for 
nine types of cancer .

Limit alcoholic drinks, if 
consumed at all, because alcohol 
consumption can increase risk for 
six types of cancer. 

For mothers, breastfeeding after 
pregnancy (when feasible) can reduce 
breast cancer risk.

Limit intake of sugar-sweetened 
drinks because these lead to weight 
gain; drink mostly water.

*  Overweight and obesity are often assessed using body mass index (BMI): BMI between 18.5 and 24.9 is considered healthy weight. However, it must be noted that the use 
of BMI has limitations as it is not an accurate measure of obesity or body fatness for all individuals. Researchers are currently investigating novel biomarkers that are better 
indicators of body fatness and predictive of cancer risk.
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