HOW DOES OBESITY IN CHILDHOOD AFFECT CANCER RISK AS AN ADULT?

AN OBESE CHILD IS AROUND
5 TIMES MORE LIKELY
TO BE OBESE AS AN ADULT

EXCESS WEIGHT AS AN
ADULT INCREASES RISK
OF UP TO 10 CANCERS

INCREASED RISK
OF CANCER
It is possible overweight children may be at increased risk of cancer as adults,
regardless of what they grow up to weigh, but the evidence isn’t clear.

ALAMY

After smoking,
being overweight
or obese is the single
biggest preventable
cause of cancer

THE LINK BETWEEN
OBESITY AND CANCER

T

he latest statistics
show that around 60%
of adults and 30% of
children in the UK are
overweight or obese. This trend is
set to continue so it’s time to act
now. With 1 in 20 cancers linked
to excess weight, cancer
incidence is also expected to rise.
Tackling obesity is a government
priority, but current plans to
address children’s obesity leave
much to be desired. We need
more comprehensive measures
for this to be effective.
Reducing the prevalence of
being overweight or obese by
1% each year could save around
£40 million in NHS costs annually
from 2035. Here’s some key
information on obesity and cancer
to help you and your team
approach this subject with patients.

HOW COULD OBESITY LEAD TO
CANCER?
Research has identified three main ways

FAT CELL
(adipocyte)

MACROPHAGE

3 INFLAMMATION

Cells in fat called
macrophages
release chemicals
called cytokines,
encouraging cells
to divide (including
cancer cells).

1 OESTROGEN

After the
menopause,
oestrogen made by
fat cells can make
cells multiply faster
in the breasts and
womb, increasing
the risk of cancer.

2 INSULIN AND

GROWTH FACTORS
Excess fat can cause
levels of insulin and
other growth factors
to rise, which can
also tell cells to
divide more rapidly.

There are other theories too, but these are
the main ideas being studied. More research
is needed to understand this in more detail.
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obesity by 1% eachSource:
year
could avoid
64,200 cases of cancer over the next 20 years.
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DISCUSSING WEIGHT
WITH PATIENTS
Many health professionals are nervous
about bringing up weight, but a new
study* has found that 4 in 5 patients
feel conversations with their doctor are
both appropriate and helpful. Led by the
University of Oxford (UK) and published
in The Lancet, the study shows that
very brief advice (VBA) is an effective
intervention for tackling obesity. While
the study focused on GP intervention,
application of the principles can also be
considered in the pharmacy setting.
Well established in smoking cessation,
VBA is a brief, 30-second conversation
you and your team can try with patients
over the counter or during a medicines
use review. It aims to help you quickly
assess a patient’s willingness and
motivations to lose weight and allows you
to signpost to further support or refer on
to their GP. It’s based on three principles:
ASK, ADVISE, ACT.

ASK
ADVISE
ACT

ASK patients if they would like to
talk about their weight, respecting
their decision if they choose not to.
It can be helpful when a patient uses
the pharmacy’s weighing scales as this
provides an opportunity to discuss their
weight with them.
ADVISE on what support is available
in the local area and how you can help
them to access this support.
ACT by signposting patients to
their GP who can refer them on to
support schemes, such as Slimming
World, free on the NHS. It can help
to add notes to a patient’s dispensing
record to track conversations and
intervention history.
*Read the full study published in The
Lancet: po.st/obesityVBA

BEING OVERWEIGHT CAN CAUSE 13 TYPES OF CANCER
Larger circles indicate cancers
with more UK cases linked
to being overweight or obese

Number of linked cases are
currently being calculated
and will be available in 2017
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SIGN UP

TO RECEIVE THE FULL EDITION
OF CANCER INSIGHT BY EMAIL
We know it can be
hard to stay up to date
with the latest cancer
research and advice.
Get Cancer Insight, your
free expert guide to
relevant cancer
information, sent
straight to your inbox.
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Access practical tools
and resources, including:
• the evidence
• case studies
• training modules
• free patient resources.
Sign up right now
Email cancerinsight@cancer.org.uk
and receive more helpful tools and resources
for weight management with your patients.
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