
 

Light drinking may relate to increase in risk
for certain cancers

September 18 2012

The majority of observational studies have shown that alcohol intake,
especially heavy drinking, increases a number of upper-aero-digestive
tract (UADT) and other cancers, and even moderate drinking is
associated with a slight increase in the risk of breast cancer. A meta
analysis published in the Annals of Oncology compares the effects
between light drinkers (an average reported intake of up to 1 typical
drink/day) versus "non-drinkers" in terms of relative risks for a number
of types of cancer.

The authors concluded that while the risk of these cancers was only
slightly increased from such drinking, there were detectable increases in
cancers of the oral cavity and pharynx, esophagus and female breast.
They report no increase in the risk of cancers of the colorectum, liver,
and larynx to be associated with such drinking.

Forum reviewers were concerned about a number of aspects of this
study. While the statistical methodology was correct and done
appropriately, the fact that the investigators (1) included both ex-
drinkers and never drinkers in the reference group; (2) could not
separate the effects of regular light drinking from binge drinking; (3)
had no data on the duration of alcohol consumption at different levels;
(4) did not adjust their analyses according to geographic region or type
of study (both of which had large estimated effects on cancer risk); and
(5) did not adjust their estimates of effect by other lifestyle habits,
including smoking. All of these factors tend to weaken the implications
of their results.
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Forum reviewers were also concerned that despite the acknowledged
limitations of their data, the authors present conclusions indicating that
even light drinking increases the risk of certain cancers without
commenting on the net health effects. They present only the effects on
cancer (which was the topic of the meta-analysis) but do not comment
on the overall or net health effects of light drinking: a marked reduction
in the risk of much more common diseases, especially cardiovascular
diseases, and a longer lifespan. Further, the lack of data on genetic
patterns, folate intake, and other lifestyle factors makes it difficult to
apply their findings to individual subjects. The Forum considers that
while their analyses may be helpful in understanding associations
between alcohol and cancer, the many limitations of this study indicate
that it can provide only incomplete information on light alcohol
consumption to be used as a basis for making recommendations to the
public.
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