Fasting for Cancer Patients- Food for Thought
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In simple terms, fasting is abstinence from eating and drinking. There are various styles of fasting, with some styles promoted as a tool for weight loss, while others are marketed for the management of health challenges, and even as adjuncts to cancer treatment. 

With regard to cancer, fasting is proposed to be helpful in the management of treatment side effects, as well as thought to have some benefit in increasing treatment efficacy. While the reality of those claims is yet to be fully established in the literature, there are some studies exploring fasting in cancer.

One study by Bauersfeld et al. explored the effects of short-term fasting on quality of life and tolerance to chemotherapy in patients with breast and ovarian cancer. The fasting period was a total of 60 hours surrounding chemotherapy treatment. During the fasting period, subjects received unlimited amounts of water and herbal tea, with small standardized quantities of vegetable juice and light vegetable broth. This small study suggested short term fasting may improve patient-reported quality of life (QOL) and fatigue for breast and ovarian cancer patients during chemotherapy. 

Another study by Caffa et al. explored the role of fasting in anticancer activities of tyrosine kinase inhibitors (TKIs). The authors suggested that TKIs may become potentiated in their activity by starvation induced via fasting diets, while also reducing the toxicity of these drugs. This study was a cellular study, and therefore limited in the ability to extrapolate information on feasibility and QOL in human models.

How easy is it for cancer patients to fast for 60 hours or so? When thinking of a fasting model with regard to cancer patients, it’s important to remember the baseline nutrition challenges many patients undergoing active cancer treatment face. A poor appetite, nausea, and difficulty maintaining weight may be impacting patients during their treatment. Therefore, a purposeful eating pattern that causes additional restriction could counteract the goal of maintaining an optimal nutritional status during treatment, especially when poor nutritional outcomes can negatively impact treatment outcomes. 

It may be most useful for patients and oncology care team members to consult with the registered dietitian nutritionist in order to examine each patient’s specific case and nutritional needs in order to best guide a patient with or against models of fasting before, during, or after treatment. Given the significance of weight changes relating to treatment planning and reduced nutritional intake contributing to treatment side effects and delays, an individualized approach is best.

More research is needed in order to draw conclusions with regard to the concerns and benefits of fasting models for cancer patients. There are various studies underway exploring fasting models in cancer patients, one looking at outcomes or patients with chronic lymphocytic leukemia (CLL), another exploring the benefits of fasting and vegan diets for gynecological cancers, along with a study designed to examine time restricted feeding and gut microbiome changes in head and neck cancer patients. Hopefully, these studies can add to the literature in order to allow clinicians and researchers to have a better understanding for the application of fasting and cancer care outcomes.
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