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Chapter 1

Really?  
Another Book About Cancer?

“Keto for cancer.” “Veganism for cancer.” “Running for cancer.” 
“Juicing for cancer.” Yes, we know; there are already myriad 
self-help books for people with cancer. Some are excellent, 
some a little more dubious.

We’re not here to reinvent the wheel or to propose a 
definitive cancer cure (spoiler alert: there isn’t one). Rather, 
we want to empower you—and your doctor—to add easy, 
evidence-based complementary therapies to your standard 
treatments to improve your outcome and quality of life.

Change Is Happening
Depending on the region and state where you live, cancer is 
the No. 1 or 2 killer in America. But cancer is changing. Even 
as more people are diagnosed with the disease, more people 
are surviving. A cancer diagnosis is no longer a life-or-death 
sentence; instead, it’s increasingly seen as a chronic disease 
that can be managed over years, and even decades.

How is this change happening? Standard cancer 
treatments (surgery, chemotherapy, radiation, hormone 
therapy, and more) are undoubtedly improving, but that’s 
not all. Studies increasingly show that people who combine 
complementary therapies—including diet, exercise, 
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meditation, and more—with conventional cancer treatments 
have better outcomes than those who don’t.

I, Dr. Lawenda, am an oncologist, first and foremost. 
What makes me different from many cancer doctors is my 
belief that the cancer journey is more successful and leads to 
better quality of life when state-of-the-art cancer treatments 
are combined with evidence-based, holistic strategies that 
enhance your body and mind’s natural anticancer abilities.

I, Conner Middelmann, am a nutritionist and 21-year 
cancer survivor. In 2007, I read Anticancer: A New Way of 
Life by David Servan-Schreiber, M.D., PhD, which inspired 
me to write a nutrition guide and cookbook, Zest for Life: The 
Mediterranean Anti-Cancer Diet. I now support people with 
cancer through in-person and online coaching, recipes and 
meal plans, webinars, and cooking classes.

Together, our goal is to show you, a person with cancer, 
practical ways to play an active role in your cancer treatment. 
We believe that considering and using every possible research-
backed treatment will empower you in this journey—an 
attitude that in itself can profoundly impact your recovery.

Your Doctor, Your Partner
Most oncologists know a lot about treating cancer with 
standard therapies. But when was the last time a doctor sat 
you down for one, two, or three hours and taught you about all 
the things you could do to reduce your risks of cancer growth, 
spread, and recurrence?

You can’t really blame the doctor. Most oncologists’ clinic 
schedules are already maxed out. They don’t get reimbursed 
for spending extra time to become trained in or to discuss 
topics that seem to fall outside the typical scope of cancer care.

Nearly one-third of people in the U.S. with cancer already 
use complementary treatments—often without the knowledge 
of their doctor. Cancer patients who keep quiet about 
complementary treatments may think that their medical 
providers aren’t knowledgeable in these therapies, or worry 
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that their doctors will be dismissive or upset with them and 
tell them to stop, even if the person with cancer feels the 
complementary therapies are helping.

Aside from the worrying lack of trust—and trust is 
crucial in any doctor–patient relationship—there can be 
downsides and even physical risks when people don’t tell 
their healthcare providers about complementary therapies 
or lifestyle interventions. Alternative approaches, when 
not disclosed, may lead to dangerous interactions with 
medications, unintended and avoidable side effects, reduced 
treatment efficacy, delays in starting standard treatments, 
and more.

We don’t want you to stop complementary therapies. 
But we encourage you to be honest with everyone on your 
care team. When done safely and with the knowledge of your 
entire oncology team, alternative approaches and lifestyle 
changes combined with standard treatments can improve 
your cancer outcome.

Fighting Cancer on All Fronts
We’re sure you know someone—maybe a computer 
technician—who, when called to resolve your problem, 
launches into a highly technical monologue about what caused 
the problem, how he figured it out, and what he did to resolve 
it. As your eyes glaze over, you think: “All I wanted was for 
him to fix my laptop—not a degree in computer science.” As 
an oncologist and nutritionist, we often see the same thing.

When you’re in the middle of a crisis such as a new 
cancer diagnosis or a difficult treatment, you want solutions, 
not explanations. That’s not to say the explanations aren’t 
important. But there’s a time for detailed explanations and 
a time for problem-solving. That’s what this book is for.

We provide quick and easy strategies for people 
who’ve recently received a cancer diagnosis or who may be 
struggling with treatment side effects. We are not saying that 
acupuncture, dietary changes, or a daily walk will cure your 
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cancer. What we are saying is that the evidence-informed 
complementary therapies we describe can give you an active, 
effective role in working to overcome cancer, help boost your 
anticancer defenses, improve the outcome of your treatments, 
lift your spirits, and enhance your enjoyment of life.

Creating the Right Environment
The idea of creating an environment in the body that’s 
inhospitable to cancer isn’t new. As long ago as 1889, British 
cancer doctor Stephen Paget noted, “Every single cancer 
cell must be regarded as an organism, alive and capable of 
development. When a plant goes to seed, its seeds are carried 
in all directions; but they can only live and grow if they fall 
on congenial soil.”

In this book, we show how you can create a “soil” (tissue 
environment) in your body that makes cancer cells feel 
very unwelcome. Better still, studies show that the lifestyle 
measures we discuss can reduce the risk of your cancer 
coming back, once your treatment is complete.

We hope this book eventually finds its way onto every 
oncologist’s desk, so that when faced with the difficult task 
of telling a person they have cancer, the doctor will be able 
to add this encouragement: “We’ll do everything we can to 
help you beat cancer. And in addition to possible surgery, 
chemotherapy, and radiation, there are many things you can 
do to improve the outcome of your treatment. Here, take a 
copy of this handbook and learn what you can do to help us.”

How to Use This Book
Like most how-to guides, this book isn’t intended to be read 
from cover to cover. Each section contains short chapters on 
specific issues relevant to people with cancer. Each chapter 
includes action points for things you can do right away.

If you’re newly diagnosed and preparing for treatment, 
start by flipping through the book or scanning the index 
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to see what jumps out at you. If you’re already undergoing 
treatment and have specific questions related to cancer, 
read the relevant chapter(s) and start implementing the 
recommendations.

Don’t try to do everything at once. Not all interventions 
suit every person, and when you take on too much, you risk 
unnecessary stress and a loss of focus. It’s better to do a few 
things well than several things haphazardly.

We recommend that you make changes gradually. For 
instance, start by eating an additional serving of vegetables 
each day. Once you’re happily doing this, increase it to 
two. Next, try to go for a 20- to 30-minute walk every day. 
Once that’s part of your daily routine, include a 10-minute 
meditation before breakfast. And so on. It takes most people 
at least one to two months (and often longer) before a new 
practice becomes an automatic habit, so keep at it.

People are more likely to stick with healthy behaviors 
if they enjoy them (or at least find them manageable). So, 
out of the many ideas in this book, start with those that feel 
easy and make you feel good. Any regularly practiced healthy 
behavior—no matter how modest—will support you on the 
road to surviving cancer.

Controlling the Controllables
Every living organism is a constant work in progress. Cells, 
the building blocks of life, grow, divide, and grow some 
more. The cells that line your intestine, for example, renew 
themselves roughly every three days, skin cells are replaced 
every 20 days, red blood cells every four months, and liver 
cells every six months.

At every step of this process, cell growth needs to be 
tightly controlled. If it isn’t, every organism would keep 
growing indefinitely. Nature has many mechanisms that turn 
cell growth on and off.
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Cancer develops when these controls fail. When there’s 
nothing to stop cells from growing, cancer cells multiply in 
an unregulated manner.

Humans can influence some of these cancer triggers, but 
many are beyond our control. That’s why it’s important that 
you don’t blame yourself for your cancer. While factors (such 
as exposure to cancer-causing agents) and choices (such as 
smoking) may have influenced your cancer risk, they didn’t 
cause your cancer.

Now it’s time to look at all the things you can influence: 
your diet, physical activity patterns, stress levels, sleep 
habits, and priorities. Taking charge of these areas can:

• Give your treatment the best chances of succeeding
• Speed your recovery from treatment
• Reduce the chances of the cancer coming back

With the help of a comprehensive anticancer lifestyle 
approach and other interventions, you can influence whether 
your body is hospitable vs. hostile to cancer cells.

What Is Integrative Oncology?
Integrative oncologists focus on the whole person as a 
complex system comprising mind, body, and spirit. Rather 
than only focusing on killing the cancer, an integrative 
practitioner examines the environment in which the cancer 
developed in the first place, and advises the patient on ways 
to support their body’s own defenses against cancer, for 
instance by lowering inflammation or reducing stress levels 
to strengthen immunity.

Integrative oncology combines three essential 
components:

1. Conventional cancer treatments, such as 
chemotherapy, surgery, and radiation therapy

2. Lifestyle counseling, such as nutrition, exercise, stress 
reduction, smoking cessation, and toxin avoidance

3. Complementary therapies, such as botanical 
supplements, massage, acupuncture, and meditation
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This three-pronged approach boosts the body’s innate 
ability to fight and prevent cancer. In this way, integrative 
oncologists help to create an environment—or “terrain”—in 
the body that makes it harder for cancer cells to thrive.

Integrative oncology has another goal: to empower you 
to play an active role in your treatment. A cancer diagnosis 
sucks many intelligent, independent-minded people into a 
“cancer machine” that makes them feel as though they’ve 
lost all control over their life and become passive recipients 
of tests and treatments.

Engaging you in your healing journey by educating you 
about the disease and showing what you can do helps build a 
greater sense of control over your life. This is more than “feel 
good” talk; studies show that people with cancer who are fully 
engaged with their treatment and have a fighting spirit have 
better treatment outcomes.

There is no one-size-fits-all protocol in integrative 
oncology. Rather, your integrative oncologist will take a 
customized approach to choose the right treatments for you 
and will take various factors into account, such as the cancer 
type and stage, your general health status, symptoms, the 
safety and efficacy of a treatment, and its cost and availability.

Examples of integrative treatments in cancer care include:
• Acupuncture and acupressure
• Aromatherapy (always in consultation with your 

medical provider) 
• Functional medicine assay testing
• Herbal or botanical therapy (always in consultation 

with your medical provider) 
• Journaling
• Meditation, relaxation, guided visualization
• Movement (yoga, tai chi, dance, aerobic exercise) 
• Music therapy
• Nutritional supplements (always in consultation with 

your medical provider) 
• Nutritional therapy
• Spirituality
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• Targeted apps and devices, such as a food or exercise 
tracker

• Touch therapies
Integrative oncology does not involve treatments that 
are unsupported by science. Scientifically unsupported 
therapies include:

• Alternative medicines and therapies used in place of 
effective and proven treatments

• Pseudoscience and therapies in which the quality of the 
science supporting effectiveness is weak or nonexistent

• Unproven or disproven treatments
• Technologies that claim to measure or alter energy 

fields that science does not recognize to exist

Getting Started
What’s the best way to beat cancer?

First, you and your doctor need to attack cancer from every 
known front, using a combination from among the most effective 
conventional treatments: surgery, chemotherapy, radiation.

At the same time, it’s important to implement lifestyle 
measures to alter your body’s chemistry, creating an 
environment in which cancer cells can’t thrive. In the 
following chapters, we describe how simple, daily lifestyle 
choices—the foods you eat, your physical activity levels, the 
way you handle stress, the chemicals you’re surrounded by—
can create this environment.

On their own, lifestyle changes won’t cure your cancer. 
They may, however, greatly improve the outcome of your 
cancer therapy, help reduce treatment side effects, speed your 
recovery from treatment, and lower your risk of recurrence.

The strategies you integrate into your daily life can 
have other positive ripple effects as well, such as better 
energy levels, improved immune defenses, glowing skin, and 
fewer colds.

Best of all, these strategies empower you to play a key 
role in your healing journey.
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The book is divided into eight sections:
• Make the Most of Your Treatments
• Eat to Beat Cancer
• Boost Your Defense Systems
• Move Your Body
• Manage Weight
• Get Good Sleep
• Clean Up Your Environment
• Heal Your Mind and Spirit

Again, don’t try to do everything at once. Add one change at 
a time, every few days or weeks. For example, you could:

• Start by calming your mind and lowering your stress 
levels with a variety of body–mind practices or the help 
of a counselor or psychotherapist (see p. 239).

• Next, review your diet and make any necessary changes. 
These could include cutting down on empty calories 
(alcohol; processed foods; foods made with white flour; 
candy; etc.) and increasing your intake of nutritious 
foods (see p. 86).

• Next, start taking a daily walk, beginning with  
10–15 minutes and extending it to 30 or 40 minutes, 
eventually walking up steep inclines or while carrying 
weights (see p. 193).

• Then, take a hard look at the chemicals you use in daily 
life and reduce your exposure by changing products 
(see p. 226).

Each additional measure will bolster your defenses 
against cancer.

The IOE Cancer Risk Assessment Test combines your 
body measurements and your dietary, sleep, exercise, and 
stress-management habits, evaluates which cancer-protective 
behaviors you already do, and highlights others that you 
could add. Take the test every six weeks to assess how your 
behavior changes are modifying your cancer risk. Find it at: 
integrativeoncology-essentials.com/cancer-health-test.
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Dr. Lawenda’s Integrative Oncology Program
As an online resource, the Integrative Oncology Essentials 
Program (IOEProgram.com) offers everything you need to 
empower you on your cancer journey and improve your overall 
health. Options include:

• A self-paced course with deeper dives into this 
book’s content

• One-on-one consultations with Dr. Lawenda via phone 
and video conferencing

• Functional medicine lab tests for blood panels, 
microbiome health, micronutrient assessment, and 
many more

• The IOE Cancer Risk Assessment Test to improve your 
ability to prevent and fight cancer

• A community forum to exchange support and ideas 
with others

• Current articles by Dr. Lawenda on cancer-related 
topics and research

Visit IOEProgram.com to learn more and get started.

Personalized Nutrition & Lifestyle Coaching 
with Conner
Need help adopting a nutritious, delicious diet and habits 
that work for your lifestyle and cancer profile? Sign up 
for Conner’s individual and group coaching services at 
modernmediterranean.com. On this website you’ll find 
recipes, articles, and more.


