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Not all information about 
breast cancer is accurate 
or complete. This pamphlet 
debunks some popular breast 
cancer myths.



Myths about the causes 
of breast cancer

Myth: Abortion causes breast 
cancer.
Debunked: It is firmly established that there 
is no link between having an abortion and 
later being diagnosed with breast cancer.1

Myth: High stress causes 
breast cancer.
Debunked: No association has been found 
between high stress and the onset of breast 
cancer.2 

Myth: The majority of breast 
cancers are caused by inherited 
genetic mutations such as the 
BRCA1 and BRCA2 genes.
Debunked: Inherited genetic mutations cause 
only 5 to 10 of a hundred breast cancer cases.3 
The causes of the majority of breast tumours 
are not clearly known. There is little doctors 
can offer to women who test positive for 
BRCA1 or BRCA2 other than many of the same 
options that are available to women who 
have breast cancer: removal of the breasts 
and/or ovaries, strong breast cancer drugs, 
that interfere with hormone production, and 
frequent screenings.

1  Mads Melbye, Jan Wohlfahrt, Jørgen H. Olsen, Morten Frisch, Tine Westergaard, 
Karin Helweg-Larsen, and Per Kragh Andersen, “Induced Abortion and the Risk of 
Breast Cancer,” The New England Journal of Medicine 336 (January 1997): 81-85. 

2  Naja Rod Nielson, Zuo-Feng Zhang, Tage S. Kristensen, Bo Netterstrøm, 
Peter Schnohr, and Morten Gønbæk, “Self reported stress and risk of breast 
cancer: prospective cohort study,” BMJ doi:10.1136/bmj.38547.638183.06 
(published 15 August 2005). 

3  Darcy L. Thull and Victor G. Vogel, “Recognition and Management of 
Hereditary Breast Cancer Syndromes,” The Oncologist 9 (February 2004): 13.



Myth: All women with inherited 
genetic mutations will go on 
to develop breast cancer.
Debunked: An inherited genetic mutation 
such as BRCA1 and BRCA2 increases the risk 
for breast cancer. However, testing positive 
for these genes does not mean a person will 
definitely get breast cancer.4  

Myth: There is one cause of 
breast cancer.
Debunked: Breast cancer is not caused by a 
single event. Tests performed on laboratory 
animals found at least 47 chemical compounds 
that could influence the development of 
breast cancer.5 We need to find what alters 
breast cancer risk in the context of multiple 
contributing causes.

4  Darcy L. Thull and Victor G. Vogel, “Recognition and Management of Her-
editary Breast Cancer Syndromes,” The Oncologist 9 (February 2004): 14.

5  Nancy Evans, ed., State of the Evidence, What is the Connection Between 
the Environment and Breast Cancer? 4th ed., (San Francisco: Breast Cancer 
Fund and Breast Cancer Action, 2006), 15. 



Myth: Eating a high fat diet 
causes breast cancer.
Debunked: No direct link has been established 
between the consumption of fat and breast 
cancer. The problem may be that some fats, 
particularly from red meat, are often con-
taminated with pesticides, herbicides and 
hormones that may increase breast cancer 
risk. Obesity in postmenopausal women may 
increase the risk for breast cancer.6 This may 
be because adipose (fat) tissue can produce 
estrogen, and people who are obese may 
have more adipose tissue.7  Eating a high fat 
diet may increase the risk for obesity. How-
ever, there is also evidence that certain fats, 
such as olive oil, may protect from breast cancer.8

 

6  Carol Sweeny, Cindy K. Blair, Kristin E. Anderson, DeAnn Lazovich, and 
Aaron R. Folsom, “Risk Factors for Breast Cancer in Elderly Women,” American 
Journal of Epidemiology 160 (May 2004): 868-875.

7  Pentii K. Siiteri, “Adipose tissue as a source of hormones,” The American 
Journal of Clinical Nutrition 45 (January 1987): 277-282.

8  Purificación García-Segovia, Almudena Sánchez-Villegas, Jorge Doreste, 
Francisco Santana and Lluís Serra-Majem, “Olive oil consumption and risk of 
breast cancer in the Canary Islands: a population-based case-control study,” 
Public Health Nutrition 9(1A) (2006): 163-167.



Myths about 
mammography

Myth: Mammography 
ensures early detection 
of breast cancer.
Debunked: Mammography does not guarantee 
early detection of breast cancer. By the time 
mammography can detect a tumour it can 
be up to 9 or 10 years old.9 Despite mam-
mography, annual clinical examination and 
knowing one’s body remain important for 
breast cancer detection.



Myth: Annual mammograms 
should begin at age 40. 
Debunked: In their 40s, women’s breast tissue 
is usually too dense to produce a clear picture, 
so for women with no personal or family 
history of breast cancer there is little reason 
to have mammograms before menopause or 
age 50. Most provincial health departments 
recommend mammography only once every 
two years after age 50. It is important to be 
cautious of over-screening because there is a 
link between exposure to ionizing radiation 
(x-rays) and cancer. Mammograms, like all 
x-rays, produce ionizing radiation. Even low 
levels of radiation build up during a lifetime 
and can cause genetic damage. The younger 
the individual is at the time of exposure, the 
greater the risk of cancer.

9  Samuel S. Epstein, David Steinman and Suzanne 
LeVert, The Breast Cancer Prevention Program, (New 
York: Macmillan, 1998), 105.



Myths about consumer 
products and breast cancer

Myth: All cosmetics and 
personal care products are safe.
Debunked: Nearly 90% of the chemicals used 
in cosmetics and personal care products have 
never been tested for their effects on human 
health.10 Cosmetics and personal care products 
often contain toxic chemicals known or 
suspected of causing cancer, disrupting the 
hormonal system, harming a developing fetus 
as well as causing birth defects. Although 
one-time use of a product containing toxic 
chemicals may not be harmful, long-term, 
low-dose exposure, through daily use over 
years, may pose a health risk. 

Myth: Pink ribbon products 
are a great way to raise money 
for research and awareness 
about breast cancer. 
Debunked: Companies that put pink ribbons 
on their products are using a serious disease 
to promote their products. In addition, some 
of the companies that put the pink ribbon on 
their products use chemicals associated with 
cancer in the production process that also 
may be found in the final product. A better 
way to contribute may be to raise money for 
or donate directly to a breast cancer cause 
that you support.

10  Nancy Evans, ed., State of the Evidence, What is the Connection Between 
the Environment and Breast Cancer? 4th ed., (San Francisco: Breast Cancer 
Fund and Breast Cancer Action, 2006), 44.



Myth: All household cleaning 
products are safe.
Debunked: Many cleaning products contain 
hazardous chemicals that may cause cancer, 
asthma, skin sores, and can damage the 
nervous system and a developing fetus. There 
are many non-toxic alternatives to harmful 
cleaners such as using baking soda and 
vinegar or buying environmentally friendly 
cleaning products usually available at the 
grocery store.



Myths about breast 
cancer prevention

Myth: Making healthy choices 
(if one has a choice) will 
prevent breast cancer.
Debunked: Trying to maintain a healthy 
lifestyle may reduce your risk of breast cancer, 
but unfortunately it is not guaranteed to 
prevent breast cancer. The cause for more 
than half of all breast cancers is unknown, 
even when established risk factors for breast 
cancer, including lifestyle, family history and 
genetic inheritance, are taken into account.11 
Some experts think the cause of breast cancer 
cases with no established risk factors may be 
from certain toxic chemicals in our environment.12 

More funding for research looking at the caus-
es of breast cancer, other than lifestyle, could 
play a key role in breast cancer prevention.

Myth: Pills are the answer to 
breast cancer prevention.
Debunked: The existing breast cancer “pre-
vention” pills, such as tamoxifen and raloxifene, 
may reduce the risk of breast cancer but they 
may also increase risks for other serious 
diseases, including other cancers. Currently, 
only 5% of all the money spent on breast 
cancer research worldwide goes toward 
searching for the causes of the disease.13 It 
is important that the idea of using medication 
to “prevent” breast cancer does not over-
shadow primary prevention efforts which 
are to find and reduce the causes of breast 
cancer. Primary prevention efforts may not 
only prevent breast cancers, they may also 
reduce the risk of other diseases, including 
other cancers.

11  M. Patricia Madigan, Regina G. Ziegler, Jacques Benichou, Celia Byrne and Robert N. Hoover, 
“Proportion of Breast Cancer Cases in the United States Explained by Well-Established 
Risk Factors,” Journal of the National Cancer Institute 87 (November 1995): 1681-1685.

12  Experts such as Dr. Sandra Steingraber, Dr. Ana M. Soto, Dr. Carlos Sonn-
enschein, Dr. Theo Colburn, and Dr. Phillipa Darbre, to name a few.

13  Breast Cancer Action Montreal, last retrieved September 28, 2006 available 
at: www.bcam.qc.ca





For more information, visit:

Breast Cancer Action Montreal 
www.bcam.qc.ca
5890 Monkland Avenue, Suite 201
Montreal, Quebec, H4A 1G2
Tel.: 514.483.1846
Fax: 514.483.9221
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(Health and Environment Awareness Project), 
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and The McGill Centre for Research and Teaching 
on Women

For safer cosmetics you can also go to:
Skin Deep — 
www.cosmeticsdatabase.com
Guide to Less Toxic Products — 
www. lesstoxicguide.ca
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