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Early Puberty and Breast Cancer Risk 

 Girls who enter puberty early may be at a greater risk for developing breast cancer later in life.
1
 

o In girls, puberty includes a growth spurt, development of breasts and hips, growth of body hair,  
and the beginning of menstruation (having periods). 

 While the timing of puberty is different for every child, overall, girls’ bodies have begun to show signs  
of entering puberty earlier now than in the recent past.
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o This change has been linked to environmental factors including increases in total calories, 
consumption of fast foods, and decreases in physical activity as well as greater exposures to 
endocrine disrupting chemicals.
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o For the purposes of this fact sheet, “environmental factors” include the air we breathe, the food 
we eat, the water we drink, and things we touch and put on our skin. 

 Beginning to have menstrual periods earlier increases the number of years the breast tissue is 
exposed to estrogen. Being exposed to estrogen over a long time may increase the risk of breast 
cancer.
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Possible Causes for Earlier First Periods 

 Studies have demonstrated that a girl who is overweight or obese is more likely to develop breasts 
and get her period at an earlier age.
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o Obesity rates have nearly tripled among youth over the past three decades.
5
 

o Today, about one in three children in the United States is considered overweight or obese.
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 Studies in animals are helping scientists learn more about the causes of early maturation and breast 
cancer. Findings from animal studies often provide the first clues and, while more definitive research 
in humans is conducted, people may want to do things that might help reduce their disease risk, 
especially if these changes will not cause any harm. 

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 Endocrine disrupting chemicals produce harmful effects in laboratory animals, wildlife, and 
humans, and may interfere with the normal action of the body’s hormones.
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- Endocrine disruptors are substances that may mimic or interfere with the function of 
hormones in the body. 

 

- Endocrine disruptors may turn on, shut off, or modify signals that hormones carry, which may 
affect the normal functions of tissues and organs.  
 

o There is evidence that exposure to endocrine disruptors such as phthalates or BPA may affect 
when a girl develops breasts or gets her first period.
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o Animal studies have shown that maternal exposure to bisphenol A (BPA), while breastfeeding, 
can increase mammary cancer susceptibility of the female offspring.
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o Animal studies have suggested that maternal exposure to phthalates may be related to less 
regulation of cell division in the mammary glands of female offspring.
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Reducing Risk 

 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.
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 Pregnant and breastfeeding women may want to limit their own exposure to endocrine disrupting 
chemicals such as BPA and phthalates whenever possible, since it may be passed on to a 
developing or breastfeeding baby. 

 Parents and caregivers can reduce girls’ exposure to endocrine disrupting chemicals  
such as BPA and phthalates. 

o Reduce the use of plastic food and drink containers, and plastic or vinyl toys,  
with the number 3 in the recycling triangle. They contain phthalates. 

o Reduce the use of plastic food and drink containers with the number 7 in the  
recycling triangle. They often contain BPA. 

To learn more, visit www.info.bcerp.org 
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