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Issue Briefing #5

ALCOHOL & CANCER

Alcohol is a proven causative factor in a number of cancers,
including those of the head, neck, female breast, liver, colon, &
rectum. Itis also suspect in cancers of the lung, pancreas,
prostate, endometrium, stomach and bladder.

Alcohol is greatly underestimated as a causative factor and those
interested in reducing the burden of cancer should be informed
of the role of alcohol as a causative agent, and support the
prevention and treatment of alcohol problems.

Alcoholic beverage consumption is “known to be a human carcinogen” according
to the National Toxicology Program, “based on sufficient evidence of
carcinogenicity in human studies that indicate a causal relationship between
consumption of alcoholic beverages and cancer.” In fact, alcohol has been
estimated to be responsible for 5% of avoidable cancer deaths worldwide.?

Specific types of cancer tied to alcohol ingestion include those of the:

Head (oral cavity, etc.)®

Neck (larynx, pharynx, esophagus, etc.)*
Female breast®

Colon & rectum®

Liver’

* 6 & o o

These cancers are among the most deadly, with colorectal (639,000 deaths per
year), liver (610,000 deaths), and female breast cancer (519,000 deaths) being 3 of
the top 5 cancer killers in the United States.

Furthermore, alcohol intake raises the risk for female breast and colorectal cancer
even at levels of alcohol intake deemed moderate for other health issues (i.e.
there is a linear, dose-response relationship between alcohol intake and these
cancers).
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For a second group of cancers — those of the lung,® pancreas,® prostate,®
endometrium," stomach," and bladder® - study outcomes have been mixed
regarding the role of alcohol.

Sadly, despite this large body of research, there is little awareness of the link
between alcohol and cancer, even among health care professionals:

*

A survey of female college students from 23 Western countries found that fewer than 1 in 20
could correctly identify alcohol as a risk factor for breast cancer.*

A 2008 study of New York State found that “regular alcohol use was overlooked as a risk
factor for oral cancer by both the public and health care providers.”™

Similarly, a study of hospital nurses in Britain found that only 30% were aware that alcohol
was a prime risk factor for oral cancer.”

Only 32% of first-degree relatives of colorectal cancer patients knew that excessive alcohol
consumption was a risk factor for that disease.”

Media coverage of breast cancer research frequently overlooks the role of alcohol.”

Recommendations:

1. Stakeholders in the fight against cancer (oncologists, advocacy groups, etc.)

should support evidence-based alcohol policies® as a key part of a public
health approach to winning the war on cancer.?’

2. Alcohol prevention advocates and the cancer prevention community should

3.

come together to launch large- and small-scale public (and professional)
awareness campaigns, highlighting the risks of alcohol consumption to
developing cancer.

Specifically, with regard to breast cancer, advocates should resist alcohol
industry attempts at “pinkwashing” i.e., positioning themselves as leaders in
the struggle to eradicate breast cancer while engaging in practices that may be
contributing to rising rates of the disease (per Breast Cancer Action — see
http://www.pinkwashing.org).
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