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Breast Cancer Risk in Former Contraceptive Pill
Users Lasts Only 10 years

There is no long-term increase in breast
cancer for former contraceptive pill
users. There is a small increase only
while taking the pill and for a few years
after. This was the conclusion of a major
international report on the contraceptive
pill and breast cancer published in the
Lancet [1].

This report is the largest investigation
into the cause of cancer ever undertak-
en, involving 200 scientists in 70 institu-
tions in 25 countries. The report com-
prises virtually all the worldwide avail-
able evidence on the “Pill” and breast
cancer. A team from the Imperial
Cancer Research Fund’s Cancer
Epidemiology Unit brought together
detailed information on 53 000 women
with breast cancer and 100 000 women
without breast cancer from 54 interna-
tional studies.

The head of the charity’s Oxford-

based unit, Dr Valerie Beral, said: “We
now know that more than 10 years after
stopping the Pill, women are not at an
increased risk. This result is very reli-
able, as it is based on information on
about 10 000 women with breast cancer
who stopped the Pill 10 or more years
ago.”

She added, “The absence of any
increase 10 or more years after stopping
is found consistently for all groups of
women studied: young women, older
women, women with a family history of
breast cancer, women of different ethnic
origin and women from developed or
developing countries. It was also true,
regardless of how old women were when
they began taking the Pill, how long they
took it and what type of Pill they took.

Researcher Dr Gillian Reeves said of
the increases observed: “The small
increase in the number of cancers diag-

nosed in Pill takers begins soon after
starting use and is not affected by how
long women take the Pill or by the spe-
cific type or dose of Pill used. After
women come off the Pill this excess
declines, disappearing completely after
10 years.”

Although the researchers could not tell
why there are these extra cancers among
women who recently took the Pill, Dr
Reeves said, “What we have found is
that the cancers in women on the Pill are
less likely to have spread beyond the
breast than the cancers in women who
have never taken the Pill and this raises
the possibility that women on the Pill are
picking up their cancers at an earlier
stage. If this were so, it could explain
why women on the Pill are more likely to
be diagnosed with breast cancer.”

Figure 1 shows that in 10 000 women
who used the Pill from 25 to 29 years of
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