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Study Shows Best Methods for Assessing Women’s Breast Cancer Risk; 
 

Finds no benefits in consumption of fruits and vegetables 
 
(San Francisco, March 10, 2009) Using a combination of risk factors, including breast density, 
provides the most accurate method to date for postmenopausal women to determine if they are at risk for 
developing breast cancer. That’s the finding of a new meta-analyses and literature review in the March 
10th online issue of the Journal of the National Cancer Institute. 
 
The study also supports the valuable role that some lifestyle changes can make in helping all women 
reduce their risk of breast cancer, and the effectiveness of using chemoprevention in women at high risk 
of developing the disease. However, the research found no protective benefit from increasing 
consumption of fruits and vegetables.  
 
“Most women rely on mammograms to tell them if they currently have breast cancer but know little 
about their future risk for the disease,” says Steven Cummings, M.D., of the San Francisco Coordinating 
Center at the California Pacific Medical Center Research Institute, and the lead author of the study. “We 
wanted to identify factors that could be used to help predict a woman’s future risk for developing breast 
cancer, and give them some clear guidelines on what they could do about it.” 
 
Cummings and his colleagues carried out a systematic review of the literature on all facets of preventing 
breast cancer. They also conducted a meta-analysis of clinical trials that tried to measure how accurate 
various risk assessment models, including measurements of breast density, are at predicting a woman’s 
risk of developing the disease.  
 
The researchers found that breast density, which can be measured in mammograms, is a very strong 
predictor of future breast cancer risk.  Additionally, they found that risk assessment models that used a 
woman’s medical history and demographic characteristics – such as race, age, income, socio-economic 
status etc – were only moderately accurate in predicting their risk for breast cancer. However, when 
combined with measurements of breast density at least one third of the women in the studies could be 
classified more accurately.   
 
Most women are unaware of their individual risk. “For women at high risk of developing breast cancer 
these findings are very significant,” says Cummings. “If you learn that you are at high risk there are 
several things you should consider, such as more frequent mammograms or MRIs. We also found that 
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there are a number of treatments such as raloxifene and tamoxifen which, when used for five years, can 
give you 15 years of protection.” 
 
The researchers also found that lifestyle factors such as regular exercise, losing weight, eating a diet 
lower in fat and cutting back on alcohol can reduce breast cancer risk for women of all ages, not just 
postmenopausal women.  
  
“What was interesting was that we found that eating more fruits and vegetables didn’t seem to make any 
difference in terms of a woman’s risk of breast cancer,” says Cummings. “Adding those to your diet 
may help protect you against other diseases but they don’t seem to have any protective benefit for breast 
cancer.” 
 
Cummings says they are now looking at whether a woman who may be at very low risk of developing 
breast cancer can reduce the frequency of mammograms, getting them every couple of years instead of 
every year.  
 
Cummings says he hopes the findings will prompt women to be more proactive about their future risk of 
developing the disease.  
 
“Getting a mammogram is important, but women also need to start asking their physician to help assess 
what their future risk of breast cancer is, and our study shows that a combination of standard risk factors 
and breast density measurements is the most accurate method we have right now.” 
 
 
California Pacific Medical Center. Beyond Medicine. 
At San Francisco’s California Pacific Medical Center, we believe in the power of medicine. We 
research the most up-to-date treatments, hire the most qualified individuals, and practice the 
most modern, innovative medicine available. We deliver the highest quality expert care, with 
kindness and compassion, in acute, post-acute and outpatient services, as well as preventive 
and complementary medicine.  But we also believe that medicine alone is only part of the 
solution. That’s why we look intently at each individual case and treat the whole person, not 
just the illness. It’s why we go beyond medical care and provide our patients with things like 
disease counseling, family support and wellness treatments.  As one of California’s largest 
private, community-based, not-for-profit, teaching medical centers, and a Sutter Health 
affiliate, we are able to reach deep into our community to provide education, screening and 
financial support in some of the city’s most underserved neighborhoods.  Medicine can 
transform a body. But going beyond medicine can transform a life. www.cpmc.org 
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