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Increas ing phys ical activ ity and redu cing time spent sedent ary is likely to decrease the risk of breast can cer, a
study of more than 100,000 women sug gests.

An inter na tional team includ ing research ers from Aus tralia, the UK and US have used genetic ana lysis to estab lish
a causal rela tion ship between over all activ ity levels and can cer risk.
The study, pub lished in the Brit ish Journal of Sports Medi cine, included data from 130,957 women, 76,505 of
whom had breast can cer.
While pre vi ous research has shown a cor rel a tion between phys ical activ ity and lowered risk of breast can cer, prov -
ing caus a tion has been di�  cult.
“There has always been a little bit of uncer tainty as to whether phys ical activ ity truly causes a lower rate of breast
can cer or whether that rela tion ship is con foun ded by other factors,” said Asso ciate Prof Bri gid Lynch of Can cer
Coun cil Vic toria, the study’s senior author.
“For example, women who tend to be more phys ic ally act ive might have health ier life styles in other ways as well.”
Lynch said the new study “sug gests that it is cer tainly a causal e�ect: phys ical activ ity does reduce your risk of
devel op ing breast can cer”.
“We saw a risk reduc tion across all breast can cer types,” she said.
The research ers used a tech nique known as Mendelian ran dom isa tion to estab lish caus al ity, which uses genetic
vari ants as prox ies for par tic u lar traits – in this case, phys ical activ ity and time spent sit ting or reclin ing.
They found that a higher level of phys ical activ ity, or gen eral move ment, was asso ci ated with a 41% reduc tion in
invas ive breast can cer risk.
In pre- and per i meno pausal women, vig or ous phys ical activ ity at least three days per week was linked to a 38%
lower risk of breast can cer com pared to no vig or ous activ ity.
“For every 100 odd minutes [of sedent ary time] per day we observed a 20% risk increase in breast can cer over all,
and a doub ling of risk for tri ple neg at ive breast can cer [which is more aggress ive and di�  cult to treat],” Lynch
said.
Phys ical activ ity is thought to lower breast can cer risk because it decreases the amount of both oes tro gen and
andro gen hor mones cir cu lat ing in the
blood stream. A reduc tion in in�am ma tion may also be a factor.
“There’s always been a lot of focus on other health beha viours like healthy eat ing, main tain ing a healthy weight,
redu cing alco hol intake,” Lynch said.
“There’s a big role for phys ical activ ity in pre vent ing can cer.”
The research drew data from the UK Biobank as well as 76 other stud ies con duc ted as part of the Breast Can cer
Asso ci ation Con sor tium.
One lim it a tion of the study was that it only included data from women of European ances try.
“We can’t say for sure that these genetic instru ments are applic able across di� er ent racial back grounds,” Lynch
said.
But she added that large obser va tional stud ies in Asia and for women of di� er ent eth ni cit ies in the US have found
cor rel a tions between phys ical activ ity and reduced risk.
“We do already recom mend that phys ical activ ity is one of things you can do to reduce your breast can cer risk,”
said Asso ciate Prof Wendy Ing man of the Uni versity of Adelaide, who was not involved in the study.
Other factors asso ci ated with a reduced risk of breast can cer include min im ising alco hol intake, and breast feed ing.
“The longer a woman breast feeds for, the less breast can cer risk she has,” Ing man said.
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