
 

Breast cancer survivors at higher risk for
falls

March 4 2011

The combined effects of chemotherapy and endocrine therapy may
increase the risk of bone fractures in breast cancer survivors. In a study
scheduled for publication in the April issue of the Archives of Physical
Medicine and Rehabilitation, researchers from the Oregon Health &
Science University Knight Cancer Institute, Portland, asked post-
menopausal breast cancer survivors whether they had fallen in the past
year and then tracked their falls over a six-month study period. They
found evidence that women who have survived breast cancer may fall
more often than their peers.

"Our study is the first to consider how breast cancer treatment may
increase fall risk by using a comprehensive set of objective measures of
fall risk and by exploring mediators of the treatment-falls relationship,"
commented Kerri M. Winters-Stone, PhD, Associate Professor and
Associate Scientist, Oregon Health & Science University, School of
Nursing and a member of the Knight Cancer Institute. "Our findings
suggest that recently treated postmenopausal breast cancer survivors
have higher rates of falling compared with population averages for
community-dwelling older adults. Balance disturbances may explain how
treatment could have contributed to falls in breast cancer survivors."

Investigators found that 58% of breast cancer survivors had experienced
a fall in the previous year and almost half (47%) fell within 6 months
after joining the study, a rate nearly double the 25% to 30% annual fall
rate reported for community-dwelling older adults over 65 years of age.
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Researchers measured a comprehensive set of neuromuscular and
balance characteristics known to be associated with falls in 59 study
participants. They found that only balance discriminated breast cancer
survivors who fell from those who did not. The study findings also
suggest that the balance problems may have been related to changes in
the vestibular system that were associated with chemotherapy treatment.

Professor Winters-Stone stated, "Falls in breast cancer survivors are
understudied and deserve more attention, particularly in light of the
increase in fractures after breast cancer treatment and the relationship of
falls to fractures. Our findings add to growing evidence that fall risk is
increased in breast cancer survivors and that vestibular function may
underpin associations between breast cancer treatment and falls."

  More information: The article is "Identifying Factors Associated
With Falls in Postmenopausal Breast Cancer Survivors: A Multi-
Disciplinary Approach" by Kerri M. Winters-Stone, PhD, Britta
Torgrimson, PhD, Fay Horak, PhD, PT, Alvin Eisner, PhD, Lillian Nail,
PhD, RN, Michael C. Leo, PhD, Steve Chui, MD, and Shiuh-Wen Luoh,
MD. It will appear in Archives of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation,
Volume 92, Issue 4 (April 2011). doi:10.1016/j.apmr.2010.10.039
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