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A new study shows that drinking alcohol, even in moderation, may increase the risk of 
breast cancer in post-menopausal women. While several previous studies have linked 
alcohol consumption to breast cancer risk, this study examined how alcohol might 
contribute to a higher risk of breast cancer. After following over 50 women for eight-
week periods, the researchers noticed that women who consumed alcohol had higher 
levels of hormones that have been linked to breast cancer. However, because drinking 
in moderation has been associated with a lower risk of heart disease, the researchers 
suggest that women discuss the benefits and risks of modest drinking with their 
physicians. 

Even having one alcoholic beverage per day could increase a woman’s risk of breast 
cancer, according to lead researcher Joanne Dorgan, MPH, PhD and her team from 
the Fox Chase Cancer Center in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Dr. Dorgan and her 
colleagues followed 51 post-menopausal women who were not taking hormone 
replacement therapy. The women were followed through three eight-week periods 
during which they consumed either 15 grams or 30 grams of alcohol each day or were 
given an alcohol-free beverage (15 grams to 30 grams is equal to approximately one 
to two alcoholic drinks, such as beer or wine). 

After the eight-week cycles, the researchers measured the levels of estrogen, 
progesterone, and testosterone in the women’s blood. They found that among the 
women who drank 15 grams of alcohol per day (approximately one beverage), the 
levels of a breakdown product of estrogen (called estrone sulfate) increased by 7.5%. 
Among the women who drank 30 grams of alcohol per day, their levels increased by 
10.7% compared to the women who did not drink any alcohol. This increase in the 
level of an estrogen byproduct could increase the risk of breast cancer. 

The study involved following women who consumed alcoholic beverages on a daily 
basis as opposed to those who drank occasionally. Previous studies have also linked 
daily alcohol intake to a slight increase in the risk of breast cancer. For example, in a 
study published in the February 18, 1998 issue of the Journal of the American Medical 
Association, researchers found that consuming at least 10 grams of alcohol (0.75 to 1 
drink) per day slightly increased the risk of developing breast cancer. Lead researcher 
Stephanie A. Smith-Warner, PhD and her colleagues suggested that reducing daily 
alcohol consumption could reduce breast cancer risk. 

However, other studies suggest that the relationship between alcohol and breast 
cancer risk is less clear. For example, in a new study that will be published in the July 
2001 issue of Epidemiology, researchers found that consuming more than one half of 
a glass of alcohol per day and having low amounts of the B vitamin folate may 
increase the risk of breast cancer. Folate is found in green leafy vegetables, orange 
juice, dried beans and peas, and some cereals. While Dr. Thomas Sellers of the Mayo 
Clinic and his colleagues note that alcoholic beverages slightly increase the risk of 
breast cancer, they suggest that an adequate intake of folate might help counteract the 
risk. 

Because moderate drinking is linked to a lower risk of heart disease, Dr. Dorgan and 
her colleagues suggest that each woman’s situation be assessed by a physician. As a 

Page 1 of 3Imaginis - Study Shows Moderate Alcohol Consumption May Increase Breast Cancer Risk

4/29/2003http://www.imaginis.com/breasthealth/news/news5.29.01.asp?mode=1



This Article Can Be Found At: 
http://www.imaginis.com/breasthealth/news/news5.29.01.asp  

 

Recommend This Article To A Friend 

Home | About Us | Free Newsletter | News | Discussions | Bookstore | Return to Previous 

  

 

Siemens is the proud sponsor of Imaginis.com 

  

Imaginis.com subscribes to the HONcode principles of the Health on the Net Foundation. 

Copyright © 1997-2002 Imaginis Corporation. All rights reserved. Imaginis® is a registered service mark of 
Imaginis Corporation, a health services company. All other trademarks and copyrights are property of their 
respective owners. Note: Use of this online service is subject to the disclaimer and the terms and conditions 
contained herein. Information found within the Imaginis.com website or in other sites linked to from Imaginis.com 
is provided for educational purposes only and is not intended to be used as a substitute for diagnosis and treatment 

woman ages, her risk of breast cancer increases. However, her risk of heart disease 
and stroke also increase with age. Currently, heart disease kills more women in the 
United States each year than breast cancer and all other health conditions. The risk of 
heart disease is more likely to be reduced by changes to diet and exercise and other 
measures, such as taking medicines to treat high cholesterol. 

To help detect breast cancer in its earliest stages when the chances of successful 
treatment and survival are the greatest, women should follow these guidelines: 

Women 20 years and older should practice monthly breast self-exams and have 
physician-performed clinical breast exams at least every three years.  
Beginning at age 40, women should begin receiving yearly screening 
mammograms in addition to monthly breast self-exams and yearly clinical 
breast exams.  
Women at high risk of breast cancer, such as those with a strong family history 
of breast cancer, should talk to their physicians about beginning yearly 
screening mammograms before age 40.  

Additional Resources and References 

The study, "Serum Hormones and the Alcohol-Breast Cancer Association in 
Postmenopausal Women," is published in the May 2, 2001 issue of the Journal 
of the National Cancer Institute (Vol. 93, No. 9, 710-715). An abstract of the 
study is available at http://jnci.oupjournals.org/cgi/content/abstract/93/9/710  
The study, "Alcohol and Breast Cancer in Women, "A Pooled Analysis of Cohort 
Studies," is published in the February 18, 1998 issue of the Journal of the 
American Medical Association. An abstract of the study is available at 
http://jama.ama-assn.org/issues/v279n7/abs/jma71048.html  
The May 24, 2001 American Cancer Society News Today report, "Alcohol 
Increases Hormone Levels, Raising Breast Cancer Risk," is available at 
http://www2.cancer.org/zine/index.cfm?fn=001_052420011_0  
To learn more about risk factors for breast cancer, please visit 
http://www.imaginis.com/breasthealth/bc_risks.asp  
The December 7, 1999 Imaginis report, "Daily Alcohol Consumption May 
Increase Breast Cancer Risk," is available at 
http://www.imaginis.com/breasthealth/news/news12.7.99.asp  
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by a medical doctor. Imaginis does not endorse and has no responsibility for the content of any other sites listed on 
Imaginis.com, and provides links and references merely as a convenience to its users. Seek immediate medical 
attention if your condition is urgent. 
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