
You can significantly reduce your risk for breast cancer and breast 

cancer recurrence! 

(from ‘How Not To Die’, by Dr. Michael Greger, and other sources) 

Epidemiology: 

 Apart from skin cancer, it is the most common cancer of women. 

 300,000 will be diagnosed this year in the USA. 

 40,000 yearly deaths 

 Autopsy studies of women aged 20 to 54 who died from unrelated causes (e.g., car accidents) 

showed that 20% had “occult” breast cancer; 39% of women in their 40’s had them. 

 By the time it is diagnosed, a breast cancer may be 40 years old, or older. 

 Some breast cancers may even start in the womb and be related to the mother’s diet. 

 Breast cancers can double in size in anywhere from 25 days to a thousand days; it can take a 

cancer cell 2 years or as many as a hundred years to reach the point where it becomes 

problematic. 

 It costs $96,000 per year per patient aged 45 – 64 to treat breast cancer. 

Choose a diet and lifestyle that not only prevents the creation of breast cancers (initiation stage), but 

which also hampers their growth (promotion stage). 

No matter how you ate and lived as a child, by eating a healthy diet and adopting a healthy lifestyle, you 

may be able to slow the growth of any hidden or occult cancers and prevent them from ever becoming 

detectable. 

“You can die with your tumors, rather than from them”, Dr. Greger 

Recommendations: 

 Avoid alcohol. The World Health Organization in 2014 stated “regarding breast cancer, no 

amount of alcohol is safe”.  Acetaldehyde is a carcinogenic breakdown product of alcohol. Red 

wine may be safer, because a compound in the skin of red grapes suppresses the activity of an 

enzyme called estrogen synthase, which breast cancers can use to create estrogen to fuel their 

own growth. You can get the same benefit of red wine (without the risk) by incorporating into 

your diet strawberries, pomegranates, red seeded grapes, and plain white mushrooms; they also 

suppress estrogen synthase. 

 Promote natural production of melatonin.  Melatonin, produced by your pineal gland in 

darkness, suppresses cancer growth.  Make your bedroom as dark as possible – no night lights. 

Researchers at Brigham and Women’s Hospital looked at blind women, who naturally have high 

melatonin levels, and found they a 50% decreased risk for developing breast cancer compared to 

sighted women. Minimize meat consumption and maximize vegetable intake to increase 

melatonin levels. Researchers at Harvard examined the diets of 1000 women and measured 



their morning urine melatonin levels (melatonin is excreted in the urine); meat consumption 

was the only food significantly associated with lower melatonin production (reason not yet 

known). 

 Exercise.  A study published in 2013 found that moderately vigorous walking for an hour 5 times 

a week is associated with a significant reduction in breast cancer risk. 

 Fast longer at night to reduce breast cancer recurrence risk. Study published in JAMA Oncology 

in March 2016 revealed that nightly fasting for less than 13 hours was associated with an almost 

40% increased risk of breast cancer recurrence compared to fasting more than 13 hours. This 

may be related to melatonin, to glucoregulation, or to a combination of factors - we don’t yet 

know. 

  Eat less meat. Carcinogenic substances called heterocyclic amines (HCAs) are formed when 

muscle or meat (including beef, pork, fish, and poultry) is cooked using high-temperature 

methods.  HCAs are carcinogens also present in cigarette smoke. The higher the cooking 

temperature and the longer the cooking time, the greater the concentration of HCAs produced. 

Eating well-done meat is associated with increased risk for cancers of the breast, colon, 

esophagus, pancreas, lung, prostate, and stomach. HCAs appear able to initiate and promote 

cancer growth, as well facilitate cancer spread. PhIP (an abundant HCA in cooked meat) was 

found by researchers to have potent estrogen-like effects, fueling human breast cancer cell 

growth almost as powerfully as pure estrogen, on which most human breast cancers thrive. 

 

In one study researchers measured PhIP levels in the breast milk of lactating women. The 

concentration of PhIP in the breast milk of meat eaters was high enough to significantly boost 

breast cancer cell growth in the lab. The single vegetarian in the group had no detectable PhIP in 

her breast milk. 

Studies demonstrate that eating cruciferous vegetables (e.g., broccoli, Brussels sprouts, 

cabbage, collards, kale, kohlrabi, bok choy, and others) boost the detoxification ability of the 

liver. Study subjects eating cooked meat, and therefore HCAs, were able to significantly better 

remove the HCAs from their system. This benefit persisted for weeks after eating broccoli.  

Another study of African American women found that those eating 2 or more servings of leafy 

green vegetables daily experienced a significantly lower risk for estrogen & progesterone-

receptor-negative breast cancer (a difficult to treat type of breast cancer). Broccoli was 

especially protective for premenopausal women, but collard greens consumption was 

associated with less breast cancer risk at all ages.  

 Naturally reduce your cholesterol levels. LDL cholesterol stimulates the growth of breast cancer 

cells in a petri dish, and it has been established that breast tumors consume it. In cancer 

patients, cholesterol levels tend to plummet as their cancer grows. Pharmaceutical companies 

have even considered using LDL cholesterol as a Trojan Horse to deliver antitumor drugs to 

cancer cells.  

 



The use of statin drugs to lower cholesterol levels, however, may come at an increased risk for 

breast cancer. A study published in 2013 found that women taking a statin for a decade or more 

had twice the risk of developing breast cancer (invasive ductal cell carcinoma and invasive 

lobular carcinoma)! 

 

Fortunately, the great majority of individuals can achieve a low cholesterol level with diet alone; 

a whole food plant-based diet. 

 

 Consume adequate fiber. Dietary fiber is abundant in plant foods, but completely absent in 

dairy, eggs, and meat of any kind. Researchers at Yale found in a case-control study that 

premenopausal women who ate more than 6 grams of soluble fiber daily (equivalent to a single 

cup of black beans) had 62% lower odds of developing breast cancer compared to women 

consuming less than 4 grams per day. The benefit was even more pronounced for estrogen-

receptor-negative breast tumors, which are harder to treat: premenopausal women on a high 

fiber diet had 85% lower odds of that type of breast cancer.  

 

The observed benefit may or may not be directly related to fiber – we don’t know yet; an 

increased consumption of fiber may simply reflect a diet rich in plant foods versus a diet based 

heavily upon animal products, as plant foods also contain abundant antioxidants and 

phytonutrients that are protective. Other case-control studies demonstrate an increased risk for 

breast cancer with diets containing higher levels of saturated fats, which are abundant in meat, 

dairy, and processed foods. 

Case-control studies rely on people’s memory of what they have eaten, and that makes them 

less powerful.  A compilation of prospective cohort studies (in which researchers follow study 

subjects and record details of their diet going forward) came up with similar results; a 14% drop 

in breast cancer risk for every 20 grams of fiber consumed daily. 

The average American woman eats less than 15 grams of fiber daily (about half the 

recommended minimum). The average vegetarian consumes only 20 grams, healthy vegetarians 

average 37 grams a day, and vegans 46 grams. Those eating a whole food plant based diet 

averaged around 60 grams daily. 

 Eat antioxidant-rich berries. Strawberries, raspberries and blackberries are rich in antioxidants 

and phytonutrients that are free-radical scavengers. Have a cup a day with oatmeal or in a 

smoothie/shake. 

 Buy organic when eating the skin of produce. Vegetable and fruit skins contain substances that 

are clearly beneficial, but conventionally grown crops absorb toxins in the skin that are difficult 

to remove.  

 Eat an apple a day. A study published in the Annals of Oncology reported that people eating an 

apple a day on average had 24% lower odds of breast cancer, compared to those who averaged 



less than an apple a day. An apple a day was also associated with lower risk for developing 

ovarian cancer, laryngeal cancer, and colorectal cancer. 

Antioxidants in the peels of red apples are thought to reactivate a tumor-suppressor gene called 

maspin (mammary serine protease inhibitor). Breast cancer turns this gene off, but apple peels 

appear to turn it back on. 

 Eat cruciferous vegetables. Apart from that mentioned above, there are additional potential 

mechanisms of benefit.  Sulforaphane, a dietary component of cruciferous vegetables, has been 

shown in the laboratory to suppress the ability of breast cancer stem cells to form tumors. 

Researchers have also confirmed that following the consumption of broccoli, significant breast 

tissue levels of sulforaphane are achieved. 

 

Though there are not yet any clinical studies proving benefit, for those currently in remission, 

eating lots of broccoli could theoretically prevent breast cancer from returning. 

 

 Eat flaxseed meal. Flaxseed meal is an excellent source of essential omega-3 fatty acids, but 

also of lignans (100x the lignan content of any other food). Flaxseeds actually contain lignan 

precursors, which are converted into lignans by gut bacteria.  

Lignans are phytoestrogens that can dampen the effects of the body’s own estrogen.  Flaxseed 

consumption is, in fact, an excellent medical therapy for menstrual breast pain. 

Studies have demonstrated that lignan consumption is associated with a significantly reduced 

breast cancer risk in postmenopausal women. 

In 2010 the National Cancer Institute published the results of an interventional trial which 

demonstrated that, in 45 women at high risk for breast cancer (they had suspicious biopsies or 

had previously had breast cancer), the women who consumed 2 tsp of flaxseed meal daily for a 

year had fewer precancerous changes in their breast biopsies compared to biopsies before 

starting this regimen. 86% had a drop in their levels of Ki-67, a biomarker of increased cell 

proliferation. 

Breast cancer survivors who have higher blood levels of lignans appear to survive significantly 

longer. This may be related to higher levels in breast tissue of endostatin, which is also observed 

in women consuming flaxseed. Endostatin is a protein produced by your body to help starve 

tumors of their blood supply. 

A randomized, double-blind, placebo-controlled clinical trial of flaxseeds for breast cancer was 

performed. Women with breast cancer scheduled for surgery were randomized to a group 

receiving flaxseed, or to a placebo group. Biopsies were taken of both groups at the beginning of 

the study and were then compared to the pathology of the tumor removed at surgery 5 weeks 

later. 



The women receiving flaxseed, on average, experienced decreased tumor-cell proliferation, 

increased cancer-cell death rates, and their c-erB2 scores decreased (a marker of tumor 

aggressiveness; the higher the score the greater the potential for the tumor to metastasize) – 

flaxseed appeared to make the subjects’ cancer less aggressive! 

The researchers concluded, “Dietary flaxseed has the potential to reduce tumor growth in 

patients with breast cancer….[F]laxseed, which is inexpensive and readily available, may be a 

potential dietary alternative or adjunct to currently used breast cancer drugs.” 

 Eat soy.  

[The topic of soy is controversial and not all oncologists agree that consuming soy is safe after 

a diagnosis of breast cancer. I recommend you discuss any questions you may have regarding 

soy with you oncologist and follow their recommendations.] 

 

Five separate studies of breast cancer survivors and soy consumption have been reported. 

Overall, they demonstrate that those who ate the most soy lived significantly longer and had 

significantly lower risk of recurrence than those who ate less. 

The phytoestrogens found in a single cup of soy milk consumed daily may reduce the risk of 

breast cancer recurrence by 25% (true for both estrogen receptor positive and negative cancers 

and for both young women and older women). 

In one study, 90% of the breast cancer patients who ate the most soy phytoestrogens after 

diagnosis were still alive 5 years later, while only half those who ate little or no soy were still 

alive. 

One possible mechanism of benefit: breast cancers appear able to suppress expression of 

cancer-suppressing genes named BRCA1 and BRCA2, thereby potentially aiding their metastatic 

spread. The isoflavones in soy appear to turn BCRA protection back on. 

There is also evidence that women with some variations of genetic predisposition for breast 

cancer (those having cancer susceptibility genes MDM2 and CYP1B1) may also benefit from soy 

in their diet.  

A relatively high intake of soy, if consumed consistently in childhood, may cut the risk of breast 

cancer later in life by half! If consumed primarily as an adult, risk reduction may be closer to 

25%. 

“No matter what genes you inherit, changes in your diet may be able to affect DNA expression 

at the genetic level, potentially boosting your ability to fight disease” (Michael Greger, MD) 

 Drink green tea and eat plain white mushrooms.   

 

Women consuming, on average, at least ½ of one commonly available white mushroom daily, 

had 64% lower odds of breast cancer, compared to women who didn’t eat them at all.  



 

Eating white mushrooms and drinking at least a half a cup of green tea daily was associated with 

nearly 90% lower breast cancer odds. 

 

 Minimize processed sugar intake. 

Americans consume a huge amount of processed sugars – in soft drinks, candy, processed foods. 

It wasn’t always so. In 1910 the average American consumed 5lb of processed sugar; in 2010 the 

average American consumed 190lbs! 

Researchers at the University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center found that fructose (found 

in table sugar and the “ubiquitous in our food system” high-fructose corn syrup) encouraged 

breast cancer tumor growth and helped breast cancer metastasize. 

Fructose and sucrose induced 12-LOX and 12-HTE enzyme production in breast tumor cells, 

causing them to grow. 

Other studies have linked dietary sugar to several other types of cancers and to inflammation 

that can lead to cancer development.  

 

Lastly, a study of almost 1500 women with breast cancer published in the Journal of Clinical 

Oncology in 2007 found that remarkably simple behavior changes – in this case eating just 5 or 

more servings of fruits and vegetables daily and walking for 30” six days a week- were 

associated with significant survival advantage. Those following these recommendations 

appeared to have nearly half the risk of dying from their cancer in the two years following 

diagnosis. 

 

 

  

 

 


