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Body Size, Pubertal Timing, and Risk of Breast Cancer Later in Life 

 The role of body size in breast cancer risk is complex and not fully understood. In addition, the role of 
body size and its relation to breast cancer risk changes throughout a woman’s life. 

 Girls with a higher body mass index (BMI) are more likely to have an early first period (or menarche).  
There is also a relationship between BMI and other indications of the beginning of puberty.

1
 

o Girls who begin puberty early may be at a greater risk for developing breast cancer later in life.
2
 

o A young girl who is suspected of entering puberty unusually early should be evaluated by her 
family physician or pediatrician, who may refer her to a pediatric endocrinologist or other 
specialist for further evaluation.
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 Today, about one in three children in the United States is considered overweight or obese.
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o Obesity rates have nearly tripled among youths over the past three decades.
5
 

o Studies have examined several factors that predispose a person to increased BMI, including 
increases in total calories and in consumption of fast foods, decreases in physical activity, and, a 
factor not totally independent of the first two, an increase in hours spent watching television.
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o The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and the American Academy of Pediatrics 
recommend using body mass index (BMI) to screen for overweight and obesity beginning at two 
years of age and plot weight-for-height values at least once a year.
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 Advice to all children about healthy physical activity levels, food choices, and weight management 
during well-child visits are all important to obesity prevention.
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Diet and Breast Cancer Risk 

 Research in animal models has found a link between eating too many foods high in animal fat and 
changes in mammary gland development that may increase the risk of mammary gland tumors.  

o Studies conducted in laboratory animals suggest that high fat diets may cause the animals to 
mature earlier than animals fed a standard diet.
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o Some studies in humans have indicated that breast cancer risk is lower among women whose 
dietary intake was higher in soy than dairy products and animal fats during puberty and 
adolescence.
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Living a Healthy Lifestyle 

 Both healthy eating and being active can help people maintain a healthy weight and body fat level, 
and may help to reduce the risk of developing breast cancer later in life.

11
 

 Healthy eating guidelines
12

 call for the inclusion of: 

o Fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and fat-free or low-fat milk and milk products; 

o Lean meats, poultry, fish, beans (including soy), eggs, and nuts;  

o Foods that are low in animal fats, cholesterol, salt (sodium), and added sugars. 

 A healthy diet can be relatively inexpensive. Healthy foods come in a variety of forms and a range  
of prices that likely fit just about anyone’s budget.
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 Regular physical activity can help people of all ages, shapes, sizes, and abilities stay healthy.
14

 

o It is recommended that children from 6 to 17 engage in physical activity for periods of time that 
add up to about an hour each day.

14
 

o People who have disabilities or special conditions (pregnancy, chronic medical conditions) should 
discuss with their healthcare provider what types and amounts of physical activities are 
appropriate for them. 

 Parents are encouraged to lead a healthy lifestyle as an example for their children, by choosing 
healthy foods and being physically active themselves.
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To learn more about environmental exposures and breast cancer risk, download a monograph  
for health professionals and/or patient education materials at www.info.bcerp.org. 
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