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General Facts 

 Breast cancer is the second leading cause of cancer deaths in American women today
1
 and the 

leading cause of cancer death for U.S. women between the ages of 20 and 59.
2
 

 It is estimated that 39,510 women will die of cancer of the breast in 2012.
3
 

 A woman’s lifetime risk of being diagnosed with breast cancer is 12.38%. That can also be expressed 
as 1 in 8 women born today will be diagnosed with cancer of the breast during their lifetime.

3
 

o Race and ethnicity play a part in breast cancer risk. While 127.3 per 100,000 White women were 
diagnosed with breast cancer per year from 2005-2009, the rate for Black women was 121.2, for 
Hispanics was 92.7, for Asian/Pacific Islanders 94.5, and for American Indians or Alaska Natives 
was 80.6.

3
 

 From 2005-2009, the median age at diagnosis for cancer of the breast was 61 years of age.
3
 This 

means that 50% of women who developed breast cancer were 61 years of age or younger at the time 
of diagnosis. 

o Breast cancer does not affect only older women. Approximately 21.3%, or 8,250 of the women 
who died from cancer of the breast each year between 2005-2009 were age 54 or younger.

3
 

o Breast cancers that develop earlier in life are often more aggressive and more difficult to treat.  
Breast cancer survival is consistently lower for adolescent and young adult women than for other 
age groups.

4
 

 Breast cancer also affects men, although at much lower rates. 1.2 per 100,000 men in the United 
States were diagnosed with breast cancer per year from 2005-2009.
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Breast Cancer and the Environment 

 Accumulating evidence suggests that interactions between genetic and environmental factors may 
play a part in who gets breast cancer and who does not.

6
 

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. 
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 According to the National Institutes of Health, only 5 to 10% of all breast cancers are hereditary,  
and less than half of breast cancer cases can be attributed to well-established risk factors.

7
 

o One study shows that the breast cancer rates of descendants of Japanese women who  
migrated to the United States become similar to the higher breast cancer rates of Western  
women within one or two generations,

8
 demonstrating the significant role played by  

environmental factors in breast cancer risk. 

 Scientists believe that there are periods of vulnerability in the development of the breast when 
exposures to environmental agents may impact the breast in ways that can influence breast cancer 
risk in adulthood.

9
 

o These periods are known as “windows of susceptibility” and include, but are not limited to,  
before birth, during puberty, during pregnancy, during lactation, and during menopause.

10
 

The Breast Cancer and the Environment Research Program 

 Scientists in the Breast Cancer and the Environment Research Program (BCERP), a joint effort  
co-funded by the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences (NIEHS) and the National 
Cancer Institute (NCI), are exploring whether environmental exposures, such as certain chemicals  
and foods, may affect the way a girl’s body develops as she grows, making her more vulnerable to 
developing breast cancer as an adult.  

 The BCERP supports a multidisciplinary network of scientists, clinicians, and community partners  
to examine the effects of environmental exposures that may predispose a woman to breast cancer 
throughout her life. 

o The network engages both laboratory and population-based research to study puberty and other 
“windows of susceptibility” or specific time periods when the developing breast may be more 
vulnerable to environmental exposures. 

o Researchers are monitoring 1,200 girls, keeping track of their exposure to a variety of 
environmental factors and the age they enter puberty, both of which may affect their risk of breast 
cancer later in life. 

o Researchers in the BCERP studies are collaborating with breast cancer advocates and  
community members to inform the public and policy makers about the studies’ findings regarding 
environmental exposures and their potential relationship to breast cancer risk. 
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Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals 

 A major area of study for the BCERP is the role of chemicals in the environment, with a primary focus 
on hormonally active agents known as “endocrine disruptors.”

11
 

o Endocrine disruptors are substances that may mimic or interfere with the function of hormones  
in the body.  

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

o Many of these substances have been linked with developmental, reproductive, neural, and 
immunological problems in wildlife and laboratory animals. 

o Research suggests that these substances adversely affect human health in similar ways, 
resulting in reduced fertility and increased occurrence or faster development of some diseases, 
including obesity, diabetes, endometriosis, and some cancers. 

 BCERP researchers are studying two types of endocrine disruptors more closely: phthalates
12

  
and bisphenol A.

13
 

o Phthalates (THAL-ates) are chemicals in some detergents; personal care products, like 
fragrances, nail polish, deodorant, hair care products, and body lotions; food and beverage 
containers; and plastic or vinyl toys. They may enter a girl’s body through the skin, the air she 
breathes, the food she eats, and the water she drinks. 

o Bisphenol A (bis-FEE-nawl A) (BPA) is a chemical in some plastic bottles, food and beverage 
containers, the lining of some cans, and in some cash register receipts. It can leak into food and 
drinks in small amounts. 

 Children and pregnant or breastfeeding women are especially vulnerable to environmental 
exposures.   

o Childhood is a time of rapid cellular growth of breast tissues in girls and therefore represents a 
“window of susceptibility” to the possible harmful effects of chemicals in the environment. 

o Chemicals present in a pregnant or breastfeeding woman’s body may enter a baby’s bloodstream 
before birth or through breast milk. 

 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.

14
 

 Girls who enter puberty early may be at a greater risk for developing breast cancer later in life.
9
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What Can Be Done Now 

 Pregnant and breastfeeding women can try to limit their exposure to endocrine disrupting chemicals 
such as BPA and phthalates whenever possible, which 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. 

 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. 

o Healthy foods come in a variety of forms and a range of prices that likely fit just about  
anyone's budget.

15 

To learn more, visit www.niehs.nih.gov/BreastCancerandEnvironment. 
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