
From Discovery to Defense – Advancing Breast Cancer 
Prevention 

Breast cancer rates in the U.S. are rising, increasing by about 0.5% each year. By 2030, experts 
estimate there will be nearly 403,000 cases annually. While past increases were linked to 
better screening (mammograms), hormone replacement therapy, and lifestyle changes like 
earlier puberty (menarche), having children later in life, and rising obesity rates, these 
factors don’t fully explain why cases are continuing to rise today. 

One concerning trend is the increase in breast cancer among younger women (under 50). 
Unlike in the past, where younger women with breast cancer often had inherited gene mutations 
and hormone-negative tumors, today’s early-onset cases are mostly hormone-positive 
(ER+/HER2+) and occur in women without a family history. This suggests that something in 
our environment may be changing the way breast cancer develops. 

Understanding Breast Cancer Risk: Lifestyle and the Environment 

Most people think of breast cancer risk as something you inherit, but only about 5-10% of cases 
are linked to inherited genes. In fact, nearly 70% of breast cancer risk is due to 
environmental exposures and lifestyle choices. 

We are constantly exposed to chemicals in our air, water, food, and everyday products—and 
some of these chemicals disrupt hormones in our bodies (aka: endocrine-disrupting 
chemicals (EDCs),) and they can be found in: 
✔ Non-stick cookware (like Teflon) 
✔ Food and water (pesticides and industrial run off)  
✔ Food packaging and plastic containers 
✔ Cosmetics and personal care products 
✔ Furniture and baby products 
✔ Water-resistant clothing 
✔ Building materials, old appliances, and electronics 

Some of these chemicals mimic estrogen and may increase the risk of breast cancer by 
disrupting hormone balance and causing DNA damage. Even though there are 86,000 
chemicals in our environment, only 3% have been tested by the EPA for their cancer-
causing effects—leaving major gaps in what we know about their risks. 

How Science Is Helping Us Uncover the Link 

Thanks to advances in research and technology, we can now better understand how 
chemicals affect breast tissue. In our lab, we have created 3D models of human breast tissue 
that allow us to study how different chemicals influence breast development and cancer risk. 



With support from Find the Cause (FTC) Breast Cancer Foundation, we have studied several 
common chemicals, including: 

 Bisphenols (BPA, BPS, BPF) – Found in plastics and food packaging, these chemicals 
alter breast cell development and may increase cancer risk. 

 Benzo[a]pyrene (BaP) – A pollutant from car exhaust, cigarette smoke, and grilled 
foods, BaP can damage DNA and interfere with hormone signaling. 

 Isoflavones (genistein, daidzein) – Found in soy products, these compounds also affect 
breast tissue, though in different ways than the other chemicals. 

Our research has shown that exposure to these chemicals changes the way breast tissue 
develops, leading to abnormal structures, increased hormone sensitivity, and even 
epigenetic changes—which may influence long-term cancer risk. 

What Can We Do? Steps Toward Prevention 

Breast cancer prevention starts with understanding the risks and taking steps to reduce 
exposure where possible. While we can’t control everything, we can make informed choices 
about: 
脥� Minimizing exposure to hormone-disrupting chemicals by choosing safer products 
脥� Advocating for stronger regulations to test and limit harmful chemicals 
脥� Living a healthy lifestyle by maintaining a balanced diet, exercising, and being aware of 
how factors like puberty timing, pregnancy, and weight affect breast cancer risk 

By combining scientific research, awareness, and policy change, we can work toward 
reducing breast cancer cases in future generations. This webinar will explore how we can all 
play a role in prevention—from individual choices to scientific discoveries that can lead to 
better protections for public health. 

 


