
Hav ing a large glass of milk every day may cut the risk of bowel can cer by nearly a �fth,
accord ing to the largest study con duc ted into diet and the dis ease.

An extra daily 300mg of cal cium, about the amount found in half a pint of milk, was asso -
ci ated with a 17% lower risk of bowel can cer, research ers said, with non-dairy sources of
cal cium such as for ti �ed soy milk hav ing a sim ilar pro tect ive e�ect.
“This com pre hens ive study provides robust evid ence that dairy products may help pre vent
colorectal can cer, largely due to the cal cium they con tain,” said Dr Keren Papier, the �rst
author of the study and a senior nutri tional epi demi olo gist at the Uni versity of Oxford.
“Cal cium was found to have a sim ilar e�ect in both dairy and non-dairy sources, sug gest -
ing that it was the main factor respons ible for cut ting risk,” she added.
Bowel can cer is the third most com mon can cer in the world caus ing nearly 2 mil lion cases
and one mil lion deaths annu ally. New dia gnoses are expec ted to reach 3.2 mil lion by 2040,
with deaths rising to 1.6 mil lion largely because of rises in wealthy coun tries. For reas ons
that remain unclear, bowel can cer is rising sharply in younger people around the world.
Between the early 1990s and 2018, the num ber of UK adults aged 25 to 49 dia gnosed with
bowel can cer rose 22%.
While the trends are con cern ing, more than half of bowel can cers are pre vent able through
changes to diet and life style. Main tain ing a healthy weight, eat ing more �bre, drink ing
less alco hol, being phys ic ally act ive and not smoking all help to reduce the risk. Diet is
par tic u larly import ant, with one in �ve cases linked to eat ing too much red or pro cessed
meat.
Pre vi ous stud ies have sug ges ted that dairy products can help pre vent bowel can cer, but the
evid ence was not clear-cut. For the latest study, Papier and her col leagues used diet ary
data from more than 540,000 women over nearly 17 years to invest ig ate how 97 foods,
drinks and nutri ents a�ect bowel can cer risk.
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The study found con vin cing evid ence that cal cium can pro tect against bowel can cer and
con �rmed that alco hol and red or pro cessed meats raise the risk. Drink ing an extra 20g of
alco hol a day, about the amount found in a large glass of wine, was linked to a 15% higher
risk of bowel can cer, while eat ing 30g more red and pro cessed meat was linked to an 8%
increase in the dis ease.
The study focused on post men o pausal women, but Papier said the pro tect ive e�ects of
cal cium are expec ted to apply to men and younger people. “We think that cal cium may
pro tect against colorectal can cer by attach ing to bile acids and free fatty acids in the colon,
which helps reduce their can cer-caus ing poten tial,” she said. Details are pub lished in
Nature Com mu nic a tions.
Sophia Lowes at Can cer Research UK, which fun ded the study, said: “Bowel can cer is one
of the most com mon can cers a�ect ing people in the UK, which is why it’s so vital that we
know how to pre vent it.
“Main tain ing a healthy, bal anced diet, along side keep ing a healthy weight and stop ping
smoking, is one of the best ways to lower your risk of bowel can cer. This includes cut ting
down on alco hol and red and pro cessed meat, and eat ing lots of fruit, veget ables, and
whole grains. Dairy products like milk can also be part of a diet which reduces bowel can cer
risk.
“We look for ward to fur ther research, includ ing into the e�ects of spe ci�c ingredi ents like
cal cium, to ensure fewer people are impacted by this dev ast at ing dis ease.”
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