
Breast cancer
There are currently more than 2.5 million breast cancer survivors in the 
United States. Almost everyone knows at least one woman who has 

had the disease. What causes breast cancer? Is there anything a woman  
can do to lower her chances of getting breast cancer? 

There are certain risk factors every woman should be aware of: 
1.	 	Obesity.	Not only is obesity dangerous for your heart, it is also a risk factor for breast cancer. 

One health study involving postmenopausal women determined that the heaviest women are 
35 percent more likely to develop aggressive breast cancer. Body mass index (BMI) is also a 
factor. In the same study, women with the highest BMIs were 35 to 39 percent more likely to 
develop certain types of breast cancer. 

2.	 	Alcohol.	Too much alcohol increases a woman’s risk of getting breast cancer. The more alcohol 
a woman drinks, the higher her risk of developing breast cancer. 

3.	 	Family	history.	Women who inherit certain genes will have a higher risk of breast cancer. The 
cancer could develop at a young age. 

4.	 	Too	much	estrogen. Estrogen is a hormone that helps the body grow and maintain female  
characteristics. Prolonged exposure to estrogen in the breast tissue may increase the risk of  
breast cancer. Risk could be increased in these ways:

•  Beginning menstruation at age 11 or earlier. 

•  Late menopause. 

•  Late pregnancy, after age 35, or never having been pregnant. 

5.	 	Hormone	replacement	therapy	(HRT).	Many women receive HRT to	reduce the effects of  
menopause or to replace estrogen after having their ovaries removed. 

6.	 	Exposure	to	radiation.	If a woman has had radiation treatment in her chest area, her chances of 
getting breast cancer increase starting 10 years after she received treatment. The increased risk 
lasts a lifetime. The risk is highest if a woman received the radiation during puberty. 
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