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Q & A’s from the Cornell University Program on Breast Cancer

Childhood Life Events and the Risk of Breast
Cancer

Researchers are asking whether women and young girls may be able to reduce breast cancer risk by early adoption of healt
behaviors, such as eating plenty of fruits, vegetables, whole grains and beans, and getting regular exercise. Also, minimiz
young girls’ exposure to cancer-causing agents may be important in reducing their risk of breast cancer.

Why are researchers investigating breast cancer risk the greater will be her exposure to estrogen during her child-

factors during childhood and adolescence? bearing years. Height, weight, diet, exercise, and family history

) ] have all been found to influence age at menarche.
Breast cancer is a disease that may develop and progress

over the course of a woman'’s entire life. During puberty, . . o
breast cells are rapidly dividing. Since cells undergoinﬂ:ow do height, weight and body fat distribution affect
rapid division are more likely to be damaged by cancefh® age at menarche?

causing agents, environmental exposures before or durirf.ﬂ . : .
ere is atrend towards an earlier age at menarche among girls

puberty may beimportantin determining awoman’s IIfetIm(ﬁving inindustrialized countries. Taller, heavier girls generally

risk of developing breast cancer. Also, researchers ar . : . ) .
L . .sfart menstruating earlier than shorter, lighter girls. In addition,
beginning to assess whether healthful diet and exercige

o : e distribution of fat on a girl’s body is related to the levels of
habits in young girls may help to prevent the development . N
2 hormones circulating in her body and may affect her age at
of breast cancer later in life.

menarche. Girls with fat localized around their hips (pear

Although itis possible that factors in early life affect the risihaped), may have an earlier menarche than girls with abdominal
of breast cancer, we have very little information on whd@t (apple shaped). However, girls with abdominal fat are more
those factors are and how we should alter them. In thikely to be obese and have higher levels of another hormone
meantime, understanding influences on established ris@lled insulin. Increases ininsulin and growth hormone influence
factors for breast cancer, such as age at menarche (a gif'g levels of insulin-like growth factor (IGF-1), which may

first menstrual period), may provide hints about earlPromote cancer in breast tissue. Height, weight and the
influences on breast cancer risk. distribution of body fat are influenced by heredity. However,

diet and exercise behaviors that help maintain healthy weight

) ) may prevent changes in hormone levels that could promote the
Why is age at menarche a risk factor for breast development of breast cancer

cancer?

Breast cancer is a disease that is thought to be related to highyy might childhood diet influence breast cancer risk?
lifetime exposure to the hormone estrogen. Estrogen is

needed for normal reproductive development and estrogénet may affect age at menarche. In some reports, girls who ate
levels in the body rise at menarche. The earlier a girl stamgore fiber, vegetables, nuts and seeds had a later age at
menstruating, the more menstrual cycles she will have, amaenarche. However, these findings did not take into account




weight and height, which could also have influenced agéhat girls who ate a vegetarian diet or had high intakes of dietary
at menarche. In other studies, which did take weight anfiber had lower levels of circulating estrogens. This suggests
height into consideration, the results differed. Threghat a diet high in vegetables, fruits, and whole grains may
studies found no influence of diet on age at menarcheontribute to a reduction in body estrogen levels.

while one reported that a high intake of fat was associated ) . . . .
with an early age at menarche. There is no compellin airy products: In animal studies and in studies using human

evidence that any particular food group has a stron reast cells, a component of milk called conjugated linoleic
influence on a girl's age at menarche. acid was found to be an anticarcinogen (protects against the

development of cancer). However, this finding has not been
Other possible ways that childhood diet might influenceadequately confirmed in humans.

breast cancer risk include: 1) protection or repair of

developing breast cells by nutrients from foods such aSurrently, there is no strong evidence supporting a role for
vitamin E and beta-carotene, 2) enhanced effects &hildhood nutrition in the development of breast cancer. Most
’ r?tudies did not take into account the effect of established risk

carcinogenic (cancer-causing) components in food durin i
early breast development, 3) the influence of diet o actors for breast cancer, such as age at menarche or height and

hormone levels, particularly estrogen, and 4) maintenancieight. Future studies need to more carefully account for other
of overall healtiw and a strong immuhe system. breast cancer risk factors. However, it is important to establish

healthy eating habits early in life to promote long term health.
Very few studies have assessed the influence of diet
during childhood on the risk of developing breast cancefyo might exercise during adolescence influence breast
as an adult. In these studies, women were asked {9cer risk?
remember what they ate as children, a difficult task for
anyone. Also, memories may differ in women who haveSeveral studies have reported a decrease in breast cancer risk
been diagnosed with cancer compared to those who haassociated with regular exercise. Exercise may reduce a girl’'s
not. Several different types of food have been studiedrisk of breast cancer by decreasing the level of estrogen in her
body, decreasing her weight, decreasing her insulin resistance,

Fat intake: There is conflicting evidence on whether faktrengthening her immune system, or increasing her age at
intake during childhood and adolescence is a risk factofyenarche.

forthe development of breast cancer. Two studies reported
no association between fat consumption during childhooenerally, athletes have a later age at menarche compared to
and the development of breast cancer. Two other studig®n-athletes. The influence of moderate exercise on age at
reported an increased breast cancer risk associated wittenarche is less clear. Some researchers have reported that
the consumption of the fat on meat or fried meat. girlswho are moderately active (non-athletes) have differences
in hormone levels and a delay in the onset of menstruation
Diets lower in calories and animals products: One recerfompared to inactive girls. Others have reported no effect of
study reported a decrease in the incidence of breagioderate physical activity on the age at menarche. Differences
cancer among Norwegian women who were adolescenfg the way the researchers assessed physical activity or problems
during World War Il. During the war they had a decreas&yith recall of earlier exercise practices may account for the

in total food consumption and a diet which consisted ofjifferences in results. Later age at menarche in athletes may
less meatand milk, and more fish, vegetables and potatogfso be due to heredity.

than before or after the war.

Vegetable and fruit intake: A recent U.S. study reported?0€s obesity during childhood and/or adolescence affect
a slight, but non-significant association between highoreast cancer risk?

fruit and vegetable intake in childhood and reduced o )
breast cancer risk in adults. There are no data to suggest that adolescent obesity is a risk

factor for the development of breast cancer. In fact, a few
Vegetarian diet: Two studies did not show any associatiostudies have suggested that a heavier weight in adolescence
between a vegetarian diet during adolescence and timeay be protective. However, gaining weight and being obese
risk of breast cancer in adults. Two others demonstrateaks an adolescent may be important for other reasons. Overweight
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adolescents are more likely to be overweight adults, and it ibat take into account the lower dose of hormones present in
harder for people to lose weight as they get older. Gainingday'’s birth control pills are needed.
weight and being overweight as an adult are thought to be risk

factors for postmenopausal breast cancer. Therefore, it Ere there any other risk factors that girls and their

important to establish a healthy lifestyle and healthy Weigi}lnothers should be aware of when thinking about
during adolescence. breast cancer?

. adolescence may increase the risk of breast cancer cane
among young girls?

from studies of atomic bomb survivors, especially those

Although age at menarche is an established risk factor for bre¢t0 were less than 15 years old at the time of the bomb
cancer, attempts to de|ay a girl’s menarche are not advisab%ecent studies have demonstrated that children who received
The normal establishment of regular menstrual cycles is critickdiation treatment for a type of cancer called Hodgkin's
for reproduction' Delaying agir|’s menarche via dieting, extremgisease or children who received X-ray treatmentfor scoliosig
weight loss and/or vigorous and stressful exercise may affe@Pnormal curvature of the spine) showed an increaseqg
her ability to have children later. Also, emphasis on dieting aniéicidence of breast cancer. Today, doctors use a lower dos
weight may contribute to eating disorders such as anorexia aftiradiation, take the x-rays of the spine from the back, and
bulimia. Girls who have started to menstruate, and exercise afi@ver the breasts with a lead apron to decrease the risk g
diet too vigorously can actually cause their periods to stop, aff¥Posing the breasts to x-rays. Sometimes a girl needs t
can experience severe bone loss. Therefore, an active lifestfdve an x-ray. However, parents should take an extrg
that allows normal development should be the goal durinBrecaution by asking if the x-ray is necessary.

adolescence.

D

o=

Pesticides: There are no studies that look at the influence of
pesticide exposure in children on the development of breas
Adolescent life-style factors and the risk of breast cancer: cancer. However, some research has shown that childrer,

Lo . . . .because of their smaller size, take in more contaminants
Smoking cigarettes: Few studies have examined smokingdurigg .. - \vater and food. than adults. In addition they

adolescence as a risk factor for breast cancer. However, so orb and retain more of certain contaminants and are less
researchers think that smoking at a young age may be import%r]aﬁciem at detoxifying them or repairing the damage the
because the carcinogens in cigarette smoke may cause mgﬁtaminants may have caused.
damage during adolescence when the breast cells are rapidly

dividing. Once studies currently underway regarding pesticide

] ) ) _exposure in adults and the risk of breast cancer (see BCER
Alcohol consumption: Alcohol consumption has been identifiegyct sheet #2) are complete, the issue of time of exposure cal

as a likely risk factor for breast cancer, but the influence qfe addressed. Untilthen, in the absence of definite informatior
alcohol consumption in adolescence is not clear. It is not yebgarding this potential risk, it would be a good idea to keep

clear whether drinking at an early age, lifetime alcohoghilgren away from pesticides and other chemicals (sed
consumption or the intensity of drinking is most importantg CERF fact sheet #4).

Encouraging teenagers not to drink may lessen their lifetime

consumption of alcohol. What should | do now?

Oral contraceptives: Studies of oral contraceptive use angare are a lot of factors that may influence a person’s fisk
breast cancer risk have focused on adult women who startggl developing breast cancer. Some of these, like age a}

taking birth control pills when they were in their 20's. Today,menarche and genetic factors, are beyond our control
the pill is a much more popular form of birth control amongHowever, others like diet, exercise, smoking and alcohol
teenagers. Since there are natural hormonal differences betw@gike are under our control. By setting a good example and
adolescentgirls and adult women, the use of the pill in teenageyiscouraging our daughters and other young girls to eat well
deserves special consideration. Indeed, a couple of studies havsy physically fit and avoid smoking and drinking, we may
reported that there might be a slight increase in risk associatgiye them a better chance of avoiding breast cancer later i

with early use of oral contraceptives. However, more studidge. T

-
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This fact sheet is a publication of the Cornell University Program on Breast Cancer and Environmental Risk Factors in SeeYork
(BCERF). The Program is housed within the university-wide Institute for Comparative and Environmental Toxicology (ICEIQringhe
Center for the Environment. BCERF strives to better understand the relationship between breast cancer and other hortadralhcesta

to environmental risk factors and to make this information available on an on-going basis to the citizens of New York State.

The program involves faculty and staff from the Cornell Ithaca campus (College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, Colleganaf Art
Sciences, the College of Human Ecology, the College of Veterinary Medicine, the Division of Biological Sciences and timeoDivisio
Nutritional Sciences), Cornell Cooperative Extension, and the Cornell Medical College and Strang Cancer Prevention Center.

If you would like to be added to our mailing list to receive future copies of our newslgttierRIBBON please contact Carin Rundle,
Administrative/Outreach Coordinator at the above address. Also included in the newsletter is a tear-off sheet listingshtbetsfac

We hope you find this Fact Sheet informative. We welcome your comments. When reproducing this material, credit the Progasin on B
Cancer and Environmental Risk Factors in New York State .
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