	In the News: Red Meat and Breast Cancer Risk

 A new study of nearly 90,000 women published in the Annals of Internal Medicine on November 13 found that consumption of red meat in early adulthood increased their risk for hormone-related breast cancer later on.    

No association between red meat and consumption and overall breast cancer risk was found in the study.  But researchers found that the women who reported eating more than 1 1/2 servings of meat a day (about 5 ounces) were significantly more likely to be diagnosed with the kind of breast cancer that is fueled by hormones than women who rarely or never ate red meat.  

Evidence linking red meat consumption to breast cancer is not new, but this study shows a strong association (nearly a doubling of risk) between the women who reported eating the least red meat and those who ate the most.  Previous studies investigating this connection, which have produced inconsistent results, have tended to focus on older women.

The study confirms AICR’s long-standing recommendation to limit consumption of red meat to less than three ounces a day.  AICR’s New American Plate campaign translates this advice to the plate:  make meals in which vegetables, fruits, whole grains and beans take up at least 2/3 of the plate, with meat and dairy taking up 1/3 or less.  

Red meat includes beef, lamb, pork and veal.  Although pork may look “white” when cooked, its nutritional composition places it in the red meat category.  Venison, on the other hand, may seem to be similar to red meats, but because it comes from wild animals, it is not included in the traditional definition of red meat. 

Researchers are still trying to determine all the reasons for this greater risk.  Cooking meat at high temperatures produces substances known to be carcinogenic.  Substances found in meat may stimulate the production of hormones that have been implicated in risk for cancers of the breast, prostate, and endometrium (lining of the uterus.)  

Some scientists believe that red meat increases risk for colon cancer because red meat contains higher levels of a particular form of iron, called heme.  Heme iron seems to damage the lining of the colon and stimulate inappropriate cell growth.  As we get more answers, experts should be able to determine which specific meats are riskier, and why.


