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Hormones and breast cancer: a double-edged sword. The weight of evidence favors a hormonal
explanation for all types of breast cancer. Estrogen (as well as progesterone and prolactin)
production by the ovaries appears to have a direct stimulating effect on breast cancer growth. By
contrast, testosterone appears to play a role in men, and oral contraceptives and anovulation in
women. Oral contraceptive use was associated with both an elevated risk of invasive breast cancer
and elevated mortality. It is not yet clear whether the observed elevation in mortality is due to
increased mortality from breast cancer or related to the higher incidence of uterine and cervical
cancers. Elevated prolactin has been associated with an increased risk of noninvasive breast
cancer and deaths due to breast cancer, and a direct proliferative effect on mammary epithelium
in vitro. Anovulation was associated with an increased risk of both invasive and noninvasive




breast cancer in premenopausal women. For postmenopausal women, there is not currently
sufficient evidence to consider anovulation as a risk factor. Future studies need to be performed
to evaluate the role of other reproductive factors and environmental exposures in the etiology of
breast cancer.
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