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Breast cancer is the most commonly diagnosed

cancer in Canadian women. Although heredity is an

important factor in developing breast cancer, genetic

factors account for only 5% to 10% of diagnoses.

Nearly half of all breast cancers are due to factors

under your control. Your daily activities can have a

tremendous impact on your breast health. 

What modifiable risk factors are linked
to breast cancer?
Several factors that you can modify are linked to your

risk of breast cancer:

• Inactivity

• Obesity

• Alcohol consumption

• Hormone replacement therapy (HRT)

• Breastfeeding history

How can I reduce my risk?
Increasing physical activity, maintaining a healthy

weight, minimizing or eliminating alcohol consumption,

avoiding HRT, and choosing to breastfeed are key

ways to improve your health and decrease your breast

cancer risk. 

Exercise

Increasing your physical activity is a great way to

improve your health and reduce your risk of getting

breast cancer. Participate every day in any physical

activity that interests you. Consult your physician and

Breast cancer: How to reduce your risk
Canada’s Physical Activity Guidelines (www.csep.ca

/guidelines) if you are unsure about how to start

exercising.

Maintain a healthy weight

Achieving and staying at a healthy weight are important

for breast health and general health as well. Weight 

reduction and control require attention to both nutrition

and physical activity. It isn’t easy. Consult your

physician for referrals to programs that can help you. 

Minimize alcohol consumption

Research indicates that drinking any kind of alcohol

raises your risk of breast cancer. The less alcohol you

drink, the more you reduce your risk. There is no safe

amount of alcohol when it comes to breast cancer

risk. See the Canadian Cancer Society website

(www.cancer.ca) for ways to cut down on alcohol

consumption. 

Avoid hormone replacement therapy 

Combined HRT, which includes estrogen and

progestin, increases breast cancer risk. However, there

are benefits as well as risks to HRT, and these should

be carefully considered with your physician.

Breastfeed

Breastfeeding has been shown to reduce breast

cancer risk. Plus, it’s good for your baby! Breastfeed

for as long as you can.
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BREAST CANCER: HOW TO REDUCE YOUR RISK

How do I get a risk assessment and
advice about reducing my risk?
A new initiative can help British Columbian women 

reduce their risk of breast cancer: the Breast Cancer

Prevention and Risk Assessment Clinic. 

Located on the BC Women’s Hospital and Health

Centre site (4500 Oak Street, Vancouver, BC; phone

604 822-9548), the clinic operates one morning and

one afternoon each week. 

The clinic offers a number of services. Initially, you

will complete a questionnaire and use two risk

assessment tools. Next, a physician and lifestyle

counselor will provide personalized recommendations

to help you modify the risk factors you can control.

You might learn about strategies to reduce weight,

increase physical activity, or minimize alcohol

consumption. You will also receive recommendations

for community resources. 

Finally, your primary care physician will receive a

report on your consultation. After 3 months, a

telephone follow-up session will help ensure you

remain on track.

Eligibility
You may contact the clinic for an appointment by

calling 604 822-9548, or you may be referred to the

clinic by your physician.

Eligible women include those with biological or

lifestyle risk factors for breast cancer. Remember,

having a risk factor does not mean that you will get

breast cancer, only that your chances of doing so are

increased.

Biological risk factors include having high-density

breast tissue or a history of biopsies. Lifestyle risk

factors include obesity or sedentary habits. Women

with these kinds of nongenetic risk factors are invited

to attend, as are any women who want to learn about

and reduce their risk of breast cancer.

GLOSSARY OF TERMS

estrogen–hormones 
that develop and maintain
female body characte ris-
tics.
genetic–relating to genes,
which determine our char-
acteristics.
heredity–characteristics
able to be passed down
from one generation to 
the next.
obesity–overweight and
obesity both refer to
excessive fat accumulation
that presents a risk to

health. Overweight refers
to having a body mass
index of 25 or more, and
obesity refers to having a
body mass index of 30 or
more. Calculate your body
mass index (BMI) at
www.bmicalculator.org or
talk to your doctor.
progestin–a synthetic or
natural drug that acts on
the uterine lining, often
used in combination with
estrogen for hormone
replacement therapy.

134 BC MEDICAL JOURNAL VOL. 54 NO. 3, APRIL 2012 www.bcmj.org


