
 

Study finds higher risk of breast cancer for
women after giving birth
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Three-dimensional culture of human breast cancer cells, with DNA stained blue
and a protein in the cell surface membrane stained green. Image created in 2014
by Tom Misteli, Ph.D., and Karen Meaburn, Ph.D. at the NIH IRP.
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Younger women who have recently had a child may have a higher risk of
breast cancer than their peers of the same age who do not have children,
according to a large-scale analysis co-led by a University of North
Carolina Lineberger Comprehensive Cancer Center researcher.

The findings, published in the Annals of Internal Medicine, may seem
contrary to conventional wisdom that childbirth is protective against
breast cancer. Researchers say childbirth still does become protective,
but it can take more than two decades for benefits to emerge. Breast
cancer is more common in older women, with the median age of 62 at
diagnosis in the United States. Researchers who led the study from the
Premenopausal Breast Cancer Collaborative Group identified elevated
breast cancer risk after childbirth in women younger than 55.

"What most people know is that women who have children tend to have
lower breast cancer risk than women who have not had children, but that
really comes from what breast cancer looks like for women in their 60s
and beyond," said UNC Lineberger's Hazel B. Nichols, Ph.D., a
professor in the UNC Gillings School of Global Public Health
Department of Epidemiology. "We found that it can take more than 20
years for childbirth to become protective for breast cancer, and that
before that, breast cancer risk was higher in women who had recently
had a child."

Other studies have shown an increase in breast cancer risk in younger
women after childbirth, but have not had access to information about
other factors that might impact risk, such as breastfeeding or family
history of breast cancer, researchers said. For their analysis, researchers
pooled data from 15 prospective studies from the around the globe that
included 889,944 women. In addition to looking at breast cancer risk
after childbirth, they also evaluated the impact of other factors, such as
breastfeeding and a family history of breast cancer.
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They found that, in women 55 years and younger, breast cancer risk
peaked about five years after they gave birth, with risk for mothers 80
percent higher compared with women who did not give birth. Twenty-
three years after giving birth, women saw their risk level off, and
pregnancy started to become protective. The increased risk after
childbirth was higher for women who also had a family history of breast
cancer or who had a greater number of births or were older at first birth.
The pattern looked the same whether or not women breastfed.

"We need to recognize that the traditional risk factors for breast cancer
do not always operate the same way at younger ages," Nichols said.

While breast cancer risk increased for mothers after pregnancy,
researchers also noted that the overall risk of breast cancer is still low in
this group. Between the ages of 41 and 45, there were 41 more cases of
breast cancer diagnosed in every 100,000 women who had given birth in
the previous three to seven years compared with women who did not
have children. By age 50, there 247 more cases per 100,000 women in
the group that had recently given birth.

"In this age group, breast cancer is uncommon," Nichols said. "The risk
of developing breast cancer is still low overall, even if you've had a child
five years ago."

Their findings were also not the same for all younger women. Risk was
higher for women who had their first child after 35, but there was no
increased risk of breast cancer after a recent birth for women who had
their first child before 25. And while pregnancy did become protective
against estrogen receptor-positive breast cancer years later, it did not
become protective for estrogen-receptor negative breast cancer during
the study.

"This is evidence of the fact that just as breast cancer risk factors for
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young women can differ from risk factors in older women, there are
different types of breast cancer, and the risk factors for developing one
type versus another can differ," Nichols said.

The study's findings could be used to develop better breast cancer risk
prediction models to help inform screening decisions and prevention
strategies, Nichols said.

"There are many ongoing studies that are trying to improve our ability to
do breast cancer risk prediction on the individual level," Nichols said.
"This is one piece of evidence that can be considered for building new
prediction models."

In addition, the study could lead to greater breast cancer awareness
among young mothers and medical providers. "We want women and
their doctors to not assume that recently having a child is always
protective for breast cancer," Nichols said.

  More information: Annals of Internal Medicine (2018).
http://annals.org/aim/article/doi/10.7326/M18-1323
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