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Plain English summary

What is the problem?

Breast cancer is the most common cancer affecting women. Women now live longer because the
detection and treatment of cancer has improved over the last 40 years. The side effects of breast
cancer treatments can lead to complications, such as difficulties with arm movements, arm swelling
(lymphoedema), pain and poor quality of life. These problems can last for many years after the cancer
has been treated. Usual care after breast cancer surgery is to give patients an information leaflet
explaining arm exercises that they can undertake after their operation. Offering exercise support from
a physiotherapist may be a better way to help those at risk of developing shoulder problems after
breast cancer treatment than providing a leaflet only.

What did we do?

We compared two strategies to prevent shoulder problems in women having breast cancer treatment:
information leaflets and an exercise programme. We invited women with a new diagnosis of breast
cancer who were at higher risk of developing shoulder problems than other women with a new
diagnosis of breast cancer. We recruited 392 women aged 28–88 years from 17 breast cancer units
across England. Women were allocated to one of two groups by chance using a computer. Everyone
was given information leaflets that explained what type of exercises to do after surgery. Half of the
women (n = 196) were then invited to take part in an exercise programme, supported by a trained
physiotherapist. These women followed a programme of shoulder mobility, stretching and strengthening
exercises for up to 1 year. We measured changes in arm function, pain, arm swelling (lymphoedema) and
physical and mental quality of life, and the cost of treatments during the whole first year of recovery, in
everyone. We also spoke to the women and physiotherapists to find out whether or not these treatment
strategies were acceptable to them.

What did we find out?

Women doing the exercise programme had better arm function, less pain and better quality of life than
the women given an information leaflet only. Women said that the exercise programme helped with
their recovery during cancer treatment. Exercise was cheap to deliver (£129 per person) and led to
improved overall quality of life at 1 year after breast cancer surgery.
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