
The Pill and

Breast Cancer

by Chris Kahlenborn, MD

1) How could the Pill cause

breast cancer?

Two of the most important types of hormones

that control reproduction are estrogens and

progestins. Birth control pills are made from

synthetic estrogens and/or progestins.

Experiments have shown that these hormones

cause women’s breast cells to divide more

rapidly.1 Cells that divide more rapidly are more

prone to develop into cancer cells.

2) What is the evidence that the Pill and

breast cancer are connected?

A comprehensive meta-analysis2 published in

the Mayo Clinic Proceedings in October 2006

found that 21 out of 23 retrospective studies done

since 1980 showed that women who took oral

contraceptives prior to the birth of their first child

sustained a 44% average increased risk of

developing pre-menopausal breast cancer (see

research chart inside). This risk rose to 52% for

women who took the Pill for at least four years

prior to the birth of their first child.
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How could abortion cause 
breast cancer?

increases in certain hormone levels (e.g., es-
trogen, progesterone, and hCG) that support 
pregnancy. In response to these changes, 
breast cells divide and mature into cells able 

in hormone levels, leaving the breast cells in 
an immature state. These immature cells can 
more easily become cancer cells.

Has this been proven?

in the United States, and 25 out of 31 studies 
worldwide, showed that women who experi-
enced an induced abortion had an increased 
risk of breast cancer. In 1996 Joel Brind, PhD 
[1], assembled the results of all the studies up 
to that time. Brind concluded that women who 

pregnancy have a 50% increased risk of de-
veloping breast cancer while those who have 

have a 30% increased risk.

What does it mean to have “a 50% 
increased risk of developing 
breast cancer?”

risk than someone would have otherwise. 
For example, if a person already had a 10% 
risk of developing breast cancer, then a 50% 
increase would bring the risk up to 15%.

How serious a problem is 
breast cancer?
Breast cancer is the worldwide leading cancer 
in women and is the most common cause of 
cancer death for U.S. women age 20 to 59.

In the U.S. every year about 211,000 women 
are diagnosed with breast cancer and more 
than 40,000 women die from this disease [2]. 
This means that about one U.S. woman out 
of eight will develop breast cancer at some 
time in her life and about one fourth of such 
women will die from this disease. Induced 
abortion, especially at a young age, mark-
edly increases a woman’s risk for developing 
breast cancer. This risk is increased even 
further by other breast cancer risk factors 
such as synthetic hormones (including hor-
monal contraceptives like the birth control pill, 
Norplant and Depo-Provera), family history 
of breast cancer, and others.
The U.S. has one of the highest rates of in-
duced abortion and hormonal contraceptive 
use in the world, especially for young women. 
The breast cancer rate in the U.S. is rising, 
and will likely rise even higher once the latent 
period (the time it takes for cancer to develop) 
for these women has passed.
Calculations based on available studies indi-
cate that induced abortion may result in over 
46,800 additional cases of breast cancer in 
the U.S. annually.

Are some groups of women in 
greater danger?
Yes. The research shows that induced abor-
tion increases the risk of breast cancer more 
for some groups of women than for others. 
Black women, for example, have higher 
rates of breast cancer and tend to develop 
more aggressive cancers. There is also a 
greater risk in women who have had abor-
tions if they were under age 18 at the time, 
if they do not have any more children after 
aborting, or if they have a family history of 
breast cancer.

Why would black women have more 
breast cancer?
Breast cancer in the U.S. is more prevalent 
in young black women than in white women 
of equivalent age, and is the second leading 
cause of cancer death (after lung cancer) 
among black women. This may be a con-
sequence of more common hormonal con-
traceptive use and/or a greater frequency of 
abortion among young black women. Black 
women who develop breast cancer generally 
have more aggressive cancers resulting in a 
shortened life expectancy.

What is the risk for young women?
Janet Daling noted in 1994 [3] that women 
younger than 18 who had an abortion expe-
rienced a 150% increased risk of develop-
ing breast cancer. This became an 800% 
increased risk if they had their abortions be-
tween the 9th and 24th week of pregnancy.

What if there has been breast cancer 
in my family?
Women who have a family history of breast 
cancer and choose to have an abortion are at 
very -
drieu et al (1994) [4] found that women who had 
a family history of breast cancer and had two or 
more induced abortions had a 600% increased 
risk of breast cancer as compared to the rest of 
the population. Daling et al (1994) [3] noted that 
women who had an abortion prior to age 18 and 
had a positive family history of breast cancer 
had an  increased risk of developing 
breast cancer compared to young women 
who had a family history of breast cancer and 
had not had an abortion. She also noted that 
women who were 30 or older at the time of their 
abortion and had breast cancer in their family 
history had a 270% increased risk.

But isn’t pregnancy and childbirth 
more dangerous than abortion?
No. The risk of breast cancer is increased 
by abortion; suicide risk is much higher after 
an abortion; and risk of ovarian cancer is de-
creased after a full-term pregnancy. Because 
of changes in these three risk factors, abortion 
is many times more hazardous in the long-run 
than carrying a child to term.

How can I protect myself?
Many of the known risk factors for breast 
cancer can be avoided: hormone exposure 
(including hormonal contraceptives), induced 
abortion, heavy alcohol use, obesity, and 
radiation exposure. In addition, there is a 

reduction of risk with each child a 
woman bears. Every month of breastfeeding 
reduces breast cancer risk, as does bearing 

should not be taken in high doses by women 
who could become pregnant) and some com-
mercial medications may offer some protec-

more of the known risk factors, should consult 
a physician regularly and perform frequent 
self-breast exams.
If abortion and chemical 
contraceptives are so dangerous, 
what options do couples have?
Natural Family Planning (NFP) methods are 
available which use no chemicals or surgery 
and cause no increase in breast cancer risk. 
Not to be confused with the “rhythm method,” 
NFP is based on observations of a woman’s 
cervical mucus and (for some methods) other 
symptoms as well. One of the largest research 
studies of NFP (involving 19,843 women 
and performed in India by the World Health
Organization) showed a pregnancy rate of 0.2 
pregnancies per 100 women yearly [5].
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