Weight and cancer:
what is the link?
What is overweight and obesity?
Overweight and obesity are terms to describe high body weight and body fat. Overweight and obesity can be
measured by a Body Mass Index (BMI) which is a calculation based on weight in relation to height.
Waist circumference is also important as it tells us how much fat is around our waist and internal organs. The fat
around our internal organs, known as ‘visceral fat’, can be harmful to our health if our bodies have a lot of it.

Measuring overweight and obesity
Overweight and obesity can be measured by the Body
Mass Index (BMI).
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What causes overweight and obesity?
Weight gain happens gradually as a result of either:
•

Consuming more energy (kilojoules from food and drinks) than your body
needs

•

Decreasing the amount of energy that your body is using (through
physical activity).

Other factors can also lead to weight gain, like:
•

The genes you inherited from your parents

•

Your surroundings: food supply, increased food portion size, workplace,
sleep, built environment

•

Stress, low energy, low mood, lack of motivation or emotional eating may
cause us to over-consume food and drinks

•

How efficiently your body turns food into energy (metabolism).
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What is cancer?
Cancer is a disease of the body’s cells. Cells in our
body are constantly reproducing and regenerating to
keep our bodies functioning. Sometimes, these cell
processes become abnormal and can turn into the early
stages of cancer. This can sometimes spread through the
body.

Being above a healthy weight
increases the risk of 13 cancers

What causes cancer?
Cancer can be caused by many uncontrollable factors
such as age, genetics and hormonal factors. But we
know that one third of cancers are caused by factors
that are preventable. These include:
•

having a high BMI

•

smoking

•

drinking alcohol

•

sun exposure

•

physical inactivity

•

unhealthy diet

•

not participating in early cancer screening.

What is toxic fat?
Scientists used to think that fat tissue was just our body’s
way of storing extra energy that we didn’t need. It was
assumed that fat was just stored under the skin and
didn’t really do much. Now we know that body fat is
also stored deep inside our bodies, including on our
organs. This is called visceral fat. Fat tissue produces
chemicals and hormones which travel around our
bodies. Visceral fat produces more of these chemicals
than the fat under our skin. These chemicals can be
damaging to our bodies. That’s why we call it toxic fat.

What is the link between toxic fat
and cancer?
More toxic fat leads to more chemicals and
hormones being released into the body. It also causes
inflammation. This environment makes it more likely that
cells will start to divide abnormally, and that a cancer
will grow.

What if I am overweight and can’t
lose weight?
Even if you don’t lose weight, eating healthy foods,
moving more and preventing weight gain will reduce
your risk of certain types of cancer, type 2 diabetes and
heart disease.

Where can I get more information?
•

Visit livelighter.com.au for tips on eating well and
being active

•

Visit cancerwa.asn.au/prevention for information
about reducing your cancer risk

•

Talk to your doctor

What can I do about it?
1. Avoid sugary drinks
2. Limit junk food
3. Eat more vegetables and fruit
4. Be active every day
5. Avoid alcohol
These actions are great for health regardless of our
weight.
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