What other lifestyle factors
cffect breast cancer risk?
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risk of breast cancer?

Having a healthy lifestyle is the most important thing
that you can do to prevent breast cancer and to reduce
your risk of other chronic illness such as cardiovascular
disease and diabetes. This means keeping your weight
in the healthy range, eating a varied and balanced diet,
exercising regularly and limiting or completely avoiding
alcohol. For further advice about lifestyle and breast
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What lifestyle factors are
important in oreast cancer
risk?

There are several lifestyle factors believed to be
associated with an increased risk of developing breast
cancer. These include being overweight, having a poor
diet, drinking alcohol, smoking and not doing enough
physical activity. These factors may affect the levels of
some hormones involved in breast cancer development.

Overweight and obesity

There is strong scientific evidence showing that women
who are overweight or obese after menopause have

a higher risk of developing breast cancer than women
whose weight is in the healthy range.

The reason obesity increases the risk of breast cancer
after menopause is likely to be due to overweight women
having higher levels of oestrogen than non-overweight
women. This is because after menopause oestrogen is
produced by fatty body tissue rather than by the ovaries.
Therefore, women with high levels of fatty tissue in their
bodies after menopause have higher levels of oestrogen
than women with lower amounts of fatty tissue.

Body mass index (BMI) is a number used to tell if your
weight is in the healthy range. You can work out your
BMI by dividing your weight (in kilograms) by your
height (in metres) squared.

For example, for a woman who weighs 63 kg and is
165 cm (1.65 m) tall:

BMI =63/(1.65)
=23
The woman in the example above has a BMI of 23, which
is in the healthy range.

What is a healthy BMI?

<18 Underweight
18-24  Healthy weight
25-30 Overweight

> 30 Obese

> 35 Morbidly obese

Alcohol

Research has consistently shown that drinking alcohol
increases the risk of breast cancer. The evidence suggests
that having one alcoholic drink a day increases the risk

of breast cancer by 9%, and that this risk increases with
higher alcohol consumption. For example, a woman who
has three standard drinks of alcohol daily has a higher

risk of breast cancer than a woman who has one or

two standard drinks a day.

Fatty foods

There is a small amount of evidence suggesting that some
types of fat in the diet increase the risk of breast cancer,
however the research is still not conclusive. Fat is very
calorie dense, so a high fat diet is more likely to cause
weight gain, which increases the risk of breast cancer.

It is important to keep in mind that not all fats are
unhealthy as small amounts of poly- and mono-unsaturated
fats (“healthy"” fats) are essential for health. In fact some
recent research suggests that diets that contain fats such
as olive oil and fish oils may actually decrease the risk of
breast cancer. Saturated and trans fats (which are found in
foods such as fatty meats, takeaway foods and processed
foods such as biscuits and chips) on the other hand should
be avoided as they may increase the risk of breast cancer.

Fruit and vegetable consumption

A plant-based diet is known to protect against a range
of cancers, particularly those of the digestive tract.
These foods contain a variety of substances called
phytonutrients, some of which are referred to as
antioxidants, that are believed to reduce the risk of
cancer. Plant foods also tend to be high in fibre and low
in fat which can assist with weight maintenance,
therefore indirectly reducing the risk of breast cancer.

Dairy foods

There is a lot of misinformation about the role of dairy
food in cancer development. Dairy foods are an important
source of calcium, protein and vitamins which are
essential for health. Some studies show that dairy foods
are protective against breast cancer while others show
either no association or a very slight increased risk. It

is possible that the increased risk is due to the high fat
content of some dairy foods, however this has not been
proven. In addition, they contain lots of compounds

that have the potential to prevent breast cancer. The
recommendations for dairy foods advise that three
serves of low fat dairy foods each day are consumed.

Phytoestrogens and soy

Phytoestrogens are naturally occurring oestrogens

found in plant foods. Many women eat foods high in
these nutrients, or take phytoestrogen supplements,

in the belief that they will help to reduce menopausal
symptoms, however research has not been able to prove
that they are helpful. There are many foods that contain
phytoestrogens such as soy beans and foods containing
soy, such as tofu, tempeh and soy drinks, multigrain
bread, linseeds and sesame seeds. There is some
evidence to suggest that phytoestrogens may have a
protective effect against breast cancer. However, it is also
possible that eating very high amounts of phytoestrogens
could cause hormone-sensitive cancers to grow.

Until more is known about the effect of phytoestrogens
on breast cancer, women are advised that one to two
serves of foods containing phytoestrogens can be safely
eaten each day as part of a nutritious diet. However,
taking phytoestrogen-containing supplements or eating
large amounts of concentrated soy products, such as
soy protein isolate or phytoestrogen supplements, is not
recommended.

Red meat and other protein-rich foods

There has been some research suggesting that eating
red meat, especially meat that has been charred (burnt
on the outside), may cause breast cancer and other
cancers. While charred meats are known to produce
carcinogenic (cancer-causing) substances called
heterocyclic amines, which have been linked to bowel
cancer, their association with breast cancer has not
been proven at this stage.

It is possible that the association between meat
consumption and breast cancer is due to the high
amounts of saturated fat found in some meats.
Alternatively it is possible that eating a diet containing
a lot of fatty meat leads to weight gain, which
increases the risk of breast cancer.

There is no association between chicken and breast
cancer whereas there is some suggestive evidence
that fish reduces the risk of breast cancer. Fish and
lean chicken (without the skin) are good sources of
protein, and can be included as part of a healthy diet.
Fish is also a source of vitamin D and omega-3 fatty
acids, which are under investigation for their potential
benefits in reducing the risk of breast cancer.

Carbohydrates and the glycaemic
index (GI)

Carbohydrates that are rapidly absorbed are called
high Gl carbohydrates. High Gl foods have a greater
effect on insulin levels, particularly in overweight
women who are insulin sensitive. Insulin is a
hormone essential for normal carbohydrate
metabolism, and if it circulates in high amounts

for a long time it may stimulate to cancer growth.

There is still a lot of research to be done, but the
best advice at this stage is to eat a diet containing
moderate amounts of low-to-moderate Gl foods
and limit excess consumption of high-Gl foods.




