Former surgeon shares how cancer diagnosis transformed her breakfast habits
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Dr Liz O'Riordan, a former consultant breast cancer surgeon, has shared insights into her daily breakfast routine after a life-changing diagnosis of breast cancer in 2015. At the age of 40, Liz faced a battle against the illness she had spent her career treating, experiencing "every treatment" she had recommended to her patients. This journey significantly altered her understanding of the condition, leading her to recognise "just how little she knew" about breast cancer.
Following surgery and chemotherapy, Liz managed to return to her professional duties. However, her health took a turn in 2018 when her cancer returned, necessitating more surgery and radiotherapy. The recurrence severely impacted her mobility, leaving her unable to move her left shoulder properly and ultimately compelling her to retire from a surgical career.
In recent years, Liz has pivoted to advocacy within the cancer community, giving speeches and campaigning for improved cancer care. She has also authored a book titled "The Cancer Roadmap: New science-backed guide to your cancer treatment path," where she shares her experiences and insights about the disease.
As part of her new lifestyle, Liz emphasises the importance of a healthy diet. Recognising the potential link between high-sugar diets and increased cancer risks—underscored by a 2022 study that established a direct connection between sugar consumption and cancer in individuals with metabolic syndrome—Liz has altered her breakfast habits. She admits that in the past she relied heavily on "sugary cereals," but has now transitioned to a more nutritious option. "I personally hate porridge, cheese and eggs, and I used to live off sugary cereals,” she writes in her book. “So now I have a chocolate whey protein powder and make a smoothie with some frozen fruit to make sure I get my morning protein fix."
While she dislikes porridge, Liz acknowledges its potential health benefits and suggests alternatives like overnight oats and bircher muesli for a healthy breakfast. She recommends enhancing these dishes with mixed berries, diced apples, or assorted nuts. Additionally, she highlights yogurt as an excellent source of protein and advocates for heartier breakfast options such as omelettes or scrambled eggs combined with cheese, ham, and assorted vegetables.
Research from the United States has reinforced the idea that diet plays a vital role in cancer risk. The aforementioned study discovered that high-sucrose or high-fructose diets trigger pathways linked to inflammation and metabolic problems, indicating a causal relationship between sugar consumption and cancer development, independent of weight gain. The study advocates for changes in dietary guidelines to reflect these findings and calls for increased public awareness about the risks associated with excessive sugar intake.
The NHS also supports these dietary recommendations, advising adherence to guidelines from the World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF). These guidelines suggest that maintaining a healthy diet ranks as one of the most effective strategies for cancer prevention, surpassed only by smoking cessation. In conjunction with healthy eating, the WCRF promotes physical exercise as another crucial component for reducing cancer risk.
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