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Abstract

Increased survival rates among breast cancer patients have drawn significant attention to
consequences of both the presence of cancer, and the subsequent treatment-related
impact on the brain. The incidence of breast cancer and the effects of treatment often result
in alterations in the microstructure of white matter and impaired cognitive functioning. How-
ever, physical activity is proving to be a successful modifiable lifestyle factor in many studies
that could prove beneficial to breast cancer survivors. This study investigates the link
between white matter lesion volume, moderate physical activity, and cognition in breast
cancer survivors following treatment compared to non-cancer age-matched controls.
Results revealed that brain structure significantly predicted cognitive function via mediation
of physical activity in breast cancer survivors. Overall, the study provided preliminary evi-
dence suggesting moderate physical activity may help reduce the treatment related risks
associated with breast cancer, including changes to WM integrity and cognitive impairment.

Introduction

Breast cancer is the leading cancer type in women; in 2015, 29% of new cancer cases in the
United States are estimated to be breast cancer related [1]. The risk for developing breast can-
cer increases with age [2], with 1 in 8 women developing invasive breast cancer. While the
median age for diagnosis is 61, long-term effects of breast cancer treatment are emerging [3].
Although breast cancer is among the principal causes of cancer-related deaths [1,4,5], increased
knowledge of breast cancer in the general population, earlier detection, and improvements in
treatments offered has greatly impacted survival rates. The consequence is that breast cancer
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survivor’s (BCS) often have to deal with cognitive impairments long after the cessation of treat-
ment, at great cost to both themselves and society. The disease and treatment greatly impact
many facets of the BCS life, in particular, there are well-documented reports of impairments in
cognitive function both at diagnosis, and after treatment [6-8]. This may reflect a pattern of
accelerated aging in the brain, with reported difficulties in executive function, processing
speed, memory and attention [9,10]. Accordingly, researchers are beginning to investigate
whether treatment for breast cancer augments age-related changes in the function and struc-
ture of the brain [11]. Recent momentum to examine the structural changes in the brain
accompanying these impairments has revealed alterations in both gray and white matter, pro-
posing a possible link between structural changes in the brain and functional deficits in cogni-
tion [12-15]. There are several factors linked to the deficits associated with breast cancer
treatment, including time since diagnosis, age at onset of disease, and lifestyle factors.

Although some studies find no differences following breast cancer treatment [16], many
report significant changes in the structure and function of the brain in BCS for years or even
decades following treatment [10,17-20]. Comparing patients treated with chemotherapy and
surgery (C+) versus surgery only (C-) and non-cancer controls (NCC), Deprez and colleagues
reported significant cognitive and structural changes associated with chemotherapy [10,21].
Patients were assessed after surgery but before chemotherapy-and then tested 3-5 months
after cessation of chemotherapy. Within the C+ group, cognitive performance declined signifi-
cantly with treatment, but no such differences were evident in the C- group. There was also a
significant interaction between group and performance in memory and processing speed tasks,
with the C+ group performing significantly worse than the C- and NCC groups. Additionally,
within the C+ group there was a significant relationship between change in memory perfor-
mance and change in white matter (WM) integrity; greater declines in WM integrity were
related to greater cognitive decline. Interestingly, there were no significant differences in either
patient group at baseline (versus NCC), suggesting no impact of cancer diagnosis alone. These
findings suggest that alterations in the microstructure of WM are evident following chemother-
apy treatment for breast cancer. Importantly, these alterations in WM integrity may impact the
transmission of information between regions of grey matter that support cognitive function
[22]. Deprez and colleagues suggest that damage to these WM regions involved in transfer of
information around the brain, reduces the efficiency of interaction among different neural sys-
tems [23]. While they propose that the treatment related cognitive impairments in cancer are
related to alterations in the myelin structure of WM, they indicate that further investigation is
needed to confirm this hypothesis.

De Ruiter and colleagues reported cognitive impairments, reduced WM integrity, increased
axonal injury and reduced gray matter (GM) volume in a small group of C+ patients when
compared to C- group up to 10 years after treatment [24]. They suggest this reflects long-term
damaging effects that chemotherapy has on the white and gray matter of the brain. This group
also extended the length of time since treatment cessation to over 20 years in 180 C+ women;
both total brain volume and GM volume were significantly lower in the C+ group [17,25].
While they did not find differences in WM integrity between NCC and C+, within the C+
group they did find a negative relationship between time since cessation of chemotherapy and
WM integrity-suggesting that WM integrity in chemotherapy treated BCS deteriorates with
time since treatment. Long-term follow-ups are necessary to determine if WM integrity recov-
ers with time.

There are well-documented changes in brain structure and function with aging [26-34].
Given that recent research has suggested that treatment for breast cancer may resemble an
accelerated pattern of aging in the brain [35,36], the impact of age at diagnosis could differ
across the lifespan [9,37,38]. Mandelblatt and colleagues examined the shared underlying
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pathways of cancer-related cognitive impairment and aging, including changes in hormone
levels, inflammation and decreased blood flow [9]. In particular, they discuss the impact of low
physical activity (PA) and decreased cognitive function. The link between PA and adult hippo-
campal neurogenesis has received a lot of attention; increased PA seems to stimulate precursor
cells, the cells from which adult neurogenesis derives [39]. The ‘neurogenic reserve hypothesis’
proposed by Kempermann and colleagues suggest that an absence of PA early in life can only
be somewhat counteracted later. They believe that it is imperative that we maintain a continu-
ally active lifestyle, sustaining the capacity for adult neurogenesis. Furthermore, they discuss a
two-pronged issue for people with low levels of PA-not only do they have less plasticity, but
their ability to achieve long-lasting benefits from this plasticity is diminished [39]. Conse-
quently, PA is proving to be a successful modifiable lifestyle factor across the lifespan in both
healthy and clinical populations [32,33,40-46]. A large aging study that predicted changes in
brain structure based on earlier PA (3 years prior), reported that higher levels of self-reported
PA predicted less atrophy in both GM and WM, and lower WM lesion volume [47]. Extending
this work to include objective measures of PA, Burzynska and colleagues showed that lower
WM lesion volume in older adults was related to greater moderate-vigorous PA [44].

While breast cancer may result in accelerated aging of the brain, and aging brains benefit
greatly from increased PA, considerably less is understood about the link between PA, cogni-
tion and breast cancer. PA levels often change after a diagnosis of breast cancer; with up to an
11% decrease in PA within a year of diagnosis, though these decreases are considerably higher
in women treated with radiation and chemotherapy [48]. The danger is that BCS may not
return to their pre-diagnosis levels of PA, increasing their risk for weight gain and associated
cardiovascular problems. BCS often report exercise intolerance following treatment for breast
cancer [49], with many spending only 2% of their awake time in moderate-vigorous PA, and
80% of their time sedentary [50]. A novel study highlighting the importance of PA reported
that 30 days of bed rest resulted in a greater reductions in fitness then 30 years of aging [51,52].
In response to the growing need to encourage continued and even increased PA among cancer
survivors, the American College of Sports Medicine published guidelines [53] that recommend
BCS progress up to 150 minutes of moderate PA per week. While several studies have
highlighted the benefits of physical activity in BCS [40,54,55], only two studies have explicitly
examined the association between PA/fitness and cognition in BCS [55,56]. Both studies
reported a significant relationship between physical activity and cardiorespiratory fitness
(CRF) and cognition in BCS. Although there is a lack of RCTs examining the effects of PA on
cognitive function in BCS, these studies do highlight some of the potential benefits.

We were interested in examining the role that PA plays in the structure and function of the
brain following treatment for breast cancer. Our primary objectives were: (a) to determine
whether BCS and non-cancer age-matched controls differed in memory recall, WM lesion vol-
ume and PA and (b) to examine the relations among these measures and the extent to which
PA mediated the relations between WM lesion volume and memory recall.

Methods
Participants

BCS were primarily recruited through an oncology clinic, though some were recruited, along
with the non-cancer age-matched controls, through local advertisements. After expressing ini-
tial interest, women were contacted by phone and provided a full study description. During the
initial contact, interested individuals completed a demographics questionnaire and a personal
medical history questionnaire, including self-reported information on breast cancer diagnosis
and treatment history (BCS only). Of the 141 total contacts, 73 consented, and 11 women
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withdrew after consenting owing to schedule conflicts (n = 2), no longer interested (n = 3), or
unable to contact (n = 6). Furthermore, some women only underwent surgery (n = 3) and were
excluded from these analyses, and an additional participant was identified as an outlier (see
below). This resulted in a final sample of 58. Participants were female BCS who had undergone
surgery for breast cancer and had completed primary treatment (chemotherapy, radiation ther-
apy or both) within the past 3 years (n = 30), or age-matched controls with no prior diagnosis
of cancer (n = 28).

Given the likely interaction between time since cessation of therapy and age at onset of dis-
ease, we recruited BCS within 3 years of completion of treatment and aged between 18-70 years.
Inclusion criteria for all included English speaking, normal/corrected to normal vision, no cur-
rent use of brain training games (e.g. Lumosity ®), BrainHQ ®), no history of stroke, transient
ischemic attack, or surgery that involved removal of brain tissue, not currently pregnant, a score
of > 26 on the modified Mini-Mental Status Exam~- 2"¢ Edition (MMSE-2), and able to walk on
a treadmill unaided. All participants provided written informed consent and were required to
provide written consent from a primary care physician or oncologist indicating they were cleared
to participate in the cardiorespiratory fitness, magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) and cognitive
testing sessions. Participants completed an initial visit for cardiorespiratory fitness assessment
and 7 days of accelerometer monitoring. During a second visit participants completed cognitive
testing followed by a third visit to complete a series of MRI scans. The study was approved by the
University of Illinois Urbana Champaign Institutional Review Board.

Physical Activity

Physical activity (PA) was determined using 7-day accelerometer monitoring (model GT3X,
Actigraph: Pensacola, FL). Participants were asked to wear the accelerometer during waking
hours and wear time was recorded on an accelerometer log. Data were downloaded and digi-
tally converted to “activity counts” per minute (i.e., one epoch), and processed using MeterPlus
4.2 software (Santech Health: San Diego, CA). Only days with at least 10 valid hours of wear
time were included in the analysis, and hours with greater than 60 min of consecutive zeros
were considered invalid (i.e., non-wearing). Activity counts were summed and averaged across
the total number of valid days for a total daily activity score. Average daily moderate PA was
calculated by summing the total valid moderate activity counts, then dividing by the number of
valid days.

Body Mass Index (BMI)

Height and weight were measured using a Seca electronic scale and stadiometer (Model 763
1321139, Chino, CA). Participants were measured while wearing light clothing and without
shoes. BMI was calculated using the standard formula of weight (kg) / height (m)>.

Mini-Mental Status Exam — 2" Edition (MMSE-2)

The standard version of the MMSE-2 which allows for a brief standardized assessment of cog-
nitive status was used to screen for signs of cognitive impairment [57]. It examines orientation,
attention, memory, confrontation naming, language, comprehension and motor function. Par-
ticipants scoring < 26 out of a possible 30 were excluded.

Story Memory

The expanded version of the MMSE-2 includes an immediate story recall-participants were
read a short story aloud and asked to recall the story using the same words. There are 25
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elements to the story, and a credit was given for each one successfully recalled. The story mem-
ory was designed to evaluate verbal explicit learning and verbal free recall [57].

MRI Protocol

All images were acquired during a single session on a 3 T Siemens Trio Tim system (Siemens,
Erlangen, Germany). High-resolution structural MR scans were acquired using a 3D magneti-
zation prepared rapid acquisition gradient echo (MPRAGE) T1-weighted sequence (TR = 1900
ms; TE = 2.32 ms; TT: 900 ms; flip angle = 9°; matrix = 256 x 256; FOV = 230mm; 192 slices;
resolution = 0.9 x 0.9 x 0.9 mm; GRAPPA acceleration factor 2). While the lesion volumes
were acquired using a 3D, variable flip angle turbo spin echo sequence with fluid-attenuated
inversion recovery (FLAIR) (TE 388 ms, TR 6000 ms, TI 2200 ms, FOV 250x250x160 mm, 1
mm isotropic sampling; GRAPPA acceleration factor 2).

White Matter Lesion Protocol

We used previously developed open-source software based on the image processing toolkit FSL
(functional magnetic resonance imaging of the brain (FMRIB) Software library) to perform
automated computation of lesion masks and volumes [58,59]. We accomplished this by using
BET (Brain Extraction Tool) [60] to extract the brain, then used FAST (FMRIB's Automated
Segmentation Tool) [61] on the result, with two tissue classes, brain and non-brain. Hyper
intense regions were classified as non-brain tissue and we examined the histogram of the non-
brain tissue to identify the lesions. We then used standard space masking with nonlinear regis-
tration via FNIRT (FMRIB's Nonlinear Image Registration Tool) [62] to eliminate false posi-
tives that consistently appear in certain parts of the brain, such as the septum pellucidum. The
final output was total lesion volume, expressed as a percentage of total brain volume [59].

Data Analysis

All analyses were performed using IBM SPSS version 22 (IBM, 2013), and data is provided in
S1 Dataset. Frequency distributions were examined to check for missing information and out-
of-range values. Tests of normality were run on the whole brain WM data (lesion volume cor-
rected for percent of whole brain volume), story memory recall and moderate PA data-as a
result of these tests, lesion volume was transformed using log transform. We excluded subjects
with extreme values on any of these measures (3 SD beyond mean). One subject had extreme
moderate PA activity in the non-cancer age-matched control group and was dropped from all
analyses.

Given the small sample size, analyses were conducted across all BCS in comparison to non-
cancer age-matched controls. To investigate these differences multivariate ANCOV As were
conducted on background demographics, lesion volume, moderate PA and story memory
recall. Effects sizes, partial Eta squared, were calculated and reported. We explored associations
between lesion volume, PA and story memory using partial correlations, controlling for age
and years of education. Further analyses in the BCS group also included time since cessation of
treatment.

Where significant relationships were found, a simple mediation analysis was conducted
using ordinary least squares path analysis [63], controlling for covariates (PROCESS toolbox in
SPSS). This analysis examined whether moderate PA mediated the relationship between lesion
volume and story memory recall (see Fig 1). While there is value in examining the relationship
between an independent and dependent variable, this relationship can be overemphasized
before controlling for a mediator, leading to misinformed results [64].

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0149552 February 25, 2016 5/15



@'PLOS ‘ ONE

Physical Activity, White Matter and Cognition in Breast Cancer

-6.14* (a)

Independent variable
Lesion Volume

Mediating Variable
Moderate Physical Activity

-2.31%* (¢)

0.18* (b)

(-1.15%) (c = a*b)

Fig 1. Mediation Diagram with unstandardized coefficients.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0149552.g001

Table 1. Participant Characteristics.

Dependent Variable
Story Memory Recall

Moderate physical activity significantly mediates the relationship between lesion volume

and story memory recall in breast cancer survivors.

Results
Participant Characteristics

There were no significant differences between the groups (n = 58) on background characteris-
tics such as age, years of education and BMI, nor were there significant differences on lesion

volume or moderate PA; however, there were differences on levels of story recall (f = 8.929,

p =0.004, df = 1, 56), with BCS remembering significantly fewer details (Table 1). Specifics
about disease and treatment characteristics of the BCS are presented in Table 2. Older partici-
pants had greater lesion volume (r = 0.563, p = 0.001), while those who were more educated

Variable Breast Cancer Survivors (n = 30) Non-Cancer Controls (n = 28)
Age (years) 55.83 (1.74) 55.43 (1.80)

Education (years) 16.40 (0.53) 16.63 (0.55)

MMSE 29.27 (0.20) 29.18 (0.21)

Lesion Volume (mm3) 1171.05 (264.35) 1070.38 (273.62)

Story Memory Recall 12.97 (0.82) 16.50 (0.85)

Body Mass Index 27.47 (1.01) 28.32 (1.04)

Moderate PA 15.81 (2.67) 20.61 (2.76)

Sig
0.872
0.769
0.762
0.792
0.004**
0.564
0.217

Partial Eta Squared

0

0.002
0.002
0.001
0.138
0.006
0.027

Participant mean (SE) demographic, Mini-Mental Status Exam (MMSE), average daily moderate physical activity (PA), lesion volume, and memory data
by group (breast cancer survivors, healthy controls) (including p-values of multivariate ANOVAs and effect size using partial Eta squared). Significant p-

values were reported at p < 0.01%**.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0149552.1001
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Table 2. Disease and treatment characteristics of breast cancer survivors (n = 30).

Stage DCIS 5(16.7)
Stage | 8 (26.7)
Stage Il 11 (36.7)
Stage Ill 3(10)
Unknown 3(10)
Estrogen Receptor Positive N (%) Yes 23 (76.7)
No 6 (20)
Unknown 1(3.3)
Adjuvant Treatment N (%) Surgery 30 (100)
Radiotherapy Only 11 (36.7)
Chemotherapy Only 8 (26.7)
Chemotherapy Plus Radiation 11 (36.7)
Months Since End of Treatment Radiotherapy Only 13.14 (2-32)
Mean (Range) Chemotherapy Only 20.38 (7-33)

Chemotherapy Plus Radiation

15.86 (3.5-31)

DCIS, ductal carcinoma in situ.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0149552.t002

were also likely to engage in greater levels of moderate PA (r = 0.432, p = 0.001), accordingly,
both variables were included as covariates throughout all analyses.

Relationship between lesion volume, physical activity and memory recall

In BCS, those who were more engaged in moderate PA had smaller WM lesion volumes
(r=-0.430, p = 0.011); however, there was no relationship evident in the non-cancer age-
matched controls (r = -0.120, p = 0.280; Fig 2). Furthermore, lower WM lesion volume in
BCS was associated with greater story memory recall (r = -0.553, p = 0.001), while again
there was also no relationship in the non-cancer age-matched controls (r = -0.075, p = 0.358;
Fig 3). Lastly, BCS with greater levels of moderate PA performed better on the story memory
recall (r = 0.587, p = 0.001), although this was not evident in non-cancer age-matched con-
trols (r = -0.243, p = 0.116; Fig 4).

Does moderate PA mediate the relationship between lesion volume and
memory recall?

Given the relationships between lesion volume, moderate PA and story memory recall in BCS,
and the lack of a relationship in non-cancer age-matched controls, the mediation analysis was
conducted only in the BCS group. Our aim was to examine the potential mediation of moderate
PA on the relationship between lesion volume and story memory recall.

Mediation analysis controlling for age and years of education indicated that lesion volume
influenced story memory recall independent of its effect on moderate PA (¢’ = -2.31). However,
lesion volume also indirectly influenced story memory recall through its effect on moderate
PA. BCS with lower lesion volume had higher levels of moderate PA (a = -6.14), and those with
higher levels of moderate PA had greater recall of the story (b = 0.19). A bias-corrected boot-
strap confidence interval for the indirect effect based on 10,000 bootstrap samples was entirely
above zero (-0.0966 to -2.7069), verifying that moderate PA significantly mediated the impact
of WM lesion volume on story memory recall in BCS (Fig 4).
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Fig 2. Scatterplots of unstandardized coefficients examining the relationship between moderate physical activity and lesion volume. Controlling for
age and education, there was a negative relationship between moderate physical activity and lesion volume in breast cancer survivors; greater moderate
physical activity was significantly related to lower lesion volume (p<0.05), while there was no relationship in the non-cancer age-matched controls (p = 0.280).

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0149552.g002

Does time since end of treatment impact the relationship between lesion
volume, physical activity and memory recall in BCS?

While there were no differences between the treatment types in time since treatment comple-
tion for the BCS (Table 2), we wanted to ensure that the strong relationships between WM
lesion volume, moderate PA, and story memory recall were not impacted by time since com-
pletion of treatment. Controlling for age, education and months since end of treatment, lesion

A Breast Cancer Survivors B Healthy Controls

10

=-0.533 =-0.075
= °
S ° ° :. °
&) 0 ¢ e [ ] * () ..
.— ?A——

g ° ¢ o* %
g o o ®°e ® o0 L
= ol ® N °
Py of ¢ °
% -10 ®
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Lesion Volume

Fig 3. Scatterplots of unstandardized coefficients examining the relationship between story memory recall and lesion volume. Controlling for age
and education, there was a negative relationship between story memory recall and lesion volume in breast cancer survivors; greater story memory recall was
significantly related to lower lesion volume (p<0.01), while there was no relationship in the non-cancer age-matched controls (p = 0.358).

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0149552.9003
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Fig 4. Scatterplots of unstandardized coefficients examining the relationship between story memory recall and moderate physical activity.
Controlling for age and education, there was a positive relationship between story memory recall and moderate physical activity in the breast cancer
survivors; greater story memory recall was significantly related to greater moderate physical activity (p<0.01), while there was no relationship in the non-
cancer age-matched controls (p = 0.116).

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0149552.9004

volume was still negatively correlated with moderate PA (r =-0.455, p = 0.017) and story mem-
ory recall (r =-0.537, p = 0.004), and finally, story memory recall and moderate PA were posi-
tively related (r = 0.594, p = 0.001).

After re-running the mediation analysis controlling for age, years of education and months
since end of treatment, we again confirmed that moderate PA significantly mediated the rela-
tionship between lesion volume and story memory recall in BCS. Lesion volume influenced
story memory recall independent of its effect on moderate PA (¢’ = -2.21). Lesion volume also
indirectly influenced story memory recall through its effect on moderate PA. BCS with lower
lesion volume had higher levels of moderate PA (a = -6.89), and those with higher levels of
moderate PA had greater recall of the story (b = 0.19). A bias-corrected bootstrap confidence
interval for the indirect effect based on 10,000 bootstrap samples was entirely above zero
(-0.1821 to -3.2297). Despite the range in time since treatment (2-33 months), moderate PA
significantly mediated the influence of WM lesion on story memory recall.

Discussion

Previous studies have suggested that diagnosis and treatment for breast cancer results in cogni-
tive impairments and structural changes in the brain, which may reflect a pattern of accelerated
aging [3,9,12,38]. Given the association between PA and changes in brain structure and func-
tion in the aging literature [32-34,44,45], PA shows great potential for improving the long-
term health of BCS, yet the link between PA, cognitive function and brain structure in BCS has
received no attention. In this novel cross-sectional study, we examined the role that PA plays
in the structure-function relationship in a group of middle-aged women within 3 years of com-
pletion of treatment, and non-cancer age-matched controls. Considering the small sample size,
we compared across breast cancer as a whole rather then focusing on specific treatment types,
investigating the link between memory recall, WM lesion volume and moderate PA. We con-
trolled for both age and education throughout, as they are known to confound memory
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performance and structural integrity. Additional analyses also controlled for time since cessa-
tion of treatment in the BCS group only.

This study is the first to examine the link between WM lesions and PA in any cancer group.
While there were no differences in WM lesion volume or moderate PA measures between the
groups, we found that WM lesion volume was associated with moderate PA in BCS-those who
were more active had fewer WM lesions. There was no relationship between these variables in
the non-cancer age-matched controls. These results are particularly noteworthy given that we
controlled for age, years of education, and in an additional analysis, time since end of treatment.
Taken together, these suggest that moderate PA could play an important role in WM integrity
following treatment for breast cancer. Previous work in older adults indicated that self-reported
measures of PA predicted structural integrity, including WM lesion volume 3 years later [47].
They found that greater PA was related to lower WM lesion volume, higher WM integrity and
higher GM volume. More importantly, using a similar objective PA measurement method as the
present study, Burzynska and colleagues reported that greater moderate-vigorous PA was related
to lower WM lesion volume in healthy but low-fit older adults [44]. In a group of normal older
adults, Wirth and colleagues examined the interaction between cognition, brain pathology and
PA [45], reporting a negative relationship between WM lesion volume and both cognition and
self-reported PA. Some researchers have suggested that treatment for breast cancer may result in
an accelerated pattern of aging in the brain [9], and PA interventions have been linked with
improvements in brain structure and function in regions of the brain that are susceptible to
aging, implying that breast cancer patients are likely to benefit greatly from a PA intervention.

Although the time since the end of treatment was relatively short in the current study, and
the results may differ with a longer time span, they do indicate that treatment for breast cancer
impacts the relationship between the structure and function of the brain. Several studies have
investigated the link between changes in WM integrity and cognition following treatment for
breast cancer [10,17,21,24,25,65], reporting a consistent pattern of degradation in WM integ-
rity after treatment, which is often accompanied by cognitive impairments. Deprez and col-
leagues found a significant relationship between WM integrity and measures of attention and
processing speed—where greater WM integrity was related to better attention and faster
response time in BCS [21]. In a subsequent longitudinal follow-up, WM integrity was related
to change in attention and verbal memory scores—greater decline in WM integrity following
chemotherapy was related to greater decline in cognition [10]. While these studies did not
explicitly measure WM lesion volume, they do support the findings from the current study
that suggest greater WM integrity is related to greater cognitive function in BCS.

Cognitive function can be improved with increased PA across the lifespan [30,32,33]; how-
ever, there is little evidence of the link between PA and cognition using objective measures in
BCS. We demonstrated that BCS who engaged in more moderate PA had better performance
on story memory recall, using an objective measure of PA and cognition. Despite the range in
time since treatment (2-33 months), this association was still significant when we controlled
for time since end of treatment; this is particularly important as it suggests that PA has a posi-
tive influence throughout this period. Since BCS often decrease their level of exercise following
diagnosis as well as during treatment, our findings may encourage BCS to maintain, or even
increase their levels of PA during and following treatment.

While previous studies have found that gentle exercise and meditation improves self-reported
cognitive function in cancer patients [66], and that rats that exercised post chemotherapy showed
improved cognitive function in comparison to non-exercising rats [67], there are only 2 studies
that have compared PA/fitness and cognition in BCS. Mackenzie and colleagues support differ-
ences in physical activity, heart rate recovery (an indicator of cardiorespiratory fitness), and
working memory between breast cancer survivors and non-cancer age-matched controls. Greater
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cardiorespiratory fitness, heart rate recovery, and physical activity were positively associated with
better working memory performance [56]. Furthermore, Crowgey and colleagues found that
although fitness levels were lower in BCS, there was a positive relationship between fitness and
visual memory [55]. Although the evidence of a significant link between PA and cognition in
BCS is limited, previous studies, along with our findings, support an association between these
variables, warranting further investigation in a large-scale longitudinal study.

One of the strengths of the current study is the use of objective measurements of PA, WM
lesion volume and memory recall. However, the cross sectional nature of our study did not
allow us to determine the impact of change in one or all of these variables; for example, would
increasing PA by taking part in an exercise intervention, result in decreased WM lesions and
increased memory recall. Yet, previous studies in healthy adults offer great promise—following
a one-year walking intervention, Voss and colleagues reported that increased fitness in older
adults who had completed an aerobic exercise program was significantly related to improved
WM integrity [32]. This was largely apparent in regions of the brain that are known to show
loss due to aging, and typically overlap with regions of the brain effected by treatment for
breast cancer. Combined with our findings of a significant relationship between PA and WM
lesions, this proposes a potentially modifiable lifestyle factor that could increase WM integrity
in breast cancer patients undergoing treatment, as well as throughout their long-term survival.

While several studies have indicated that there are differences following diagnosis of breast
cancer but before treatment [68,69], our design did not allow us to examine these. Additionally,
given the novelty of our study, we did not compare across treatment types. Recently, studies
assessing the effects of breast cancer treatment type compared high-dose (HCh+) and conven-
tional-dose chemotherapy (CC+), radiation (RT) only and non-cancer age-matched controls
[70,71]. They reported cognitive decline in the HCh+ group, with diminished impairment evi-
dent in the CC+ and RT groups; gray matter (GM) volume reductions for both the HCh+ and
CC+ groups when compared to RT only; reductions in WM integrity only in the HCh+ group;
and hypoactivation in task-related performance in both chemotherapy groups, though this was
more pronounced in the HCh+ group. These findings suggest that there are treatment depen-
dent differences in GM volume, WM integrity and cognitive function following therapy for
breast cancer that deserves further investigation.

Conclusion

There are modifiable risk factors associated with treatment related changes in brain structure
and function, and while there is evidence indicating change in cognitive function, WM integ-
rity and PA in BCS, there are no studies that have directly compared all three variables in this
group. Our novel findings suggest that continued physical activity might be particularly impor-
tant in BCS as brain structure significantly predicted cognitive function via mediation of physi-
cal activity. Continually active lifestyles may help reduce the treatment related vulnerabilities
associated with breast cancer, including reduced WM integrity and cognitive impairment. Col-
lectively, these findings suggest that PA plays an important role in both brain structure and
function, warranting further investigation in larger PA intervention studies.

Supporting Information

S1 Dataset. Dataset from all participants. Demographic information, moderate physical
activity, lesion volume, and story memory recall data for each subject included in the analysis
(n = 58). Data set also includes disease and treatment characteristics of breast cancer survivors
(n =30).

(XLSX)
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