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Soy Isoflavones May Help Lower Breast Cancer Recurrence
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Breast cancer is the second biggest cancer killer of American women after lung cancer,
responsible for the deaths of an estimated 40,580 women in 2004 (1) and contributing significantly
to cancer's overall cost to society of $219 billion per year (2). Fortunately, a number of foods,
supplements, and lifestyle changes, including fish oil (3), sesame (4), curcumin (5), broccoli (6),
and exercise (7), have been found to help women.

Now a new study (8) has found that soy isoflavones may help lower the odds of breast cancer
recurrence in postmenopausal women. In the study, researchers obtained dietary intake
information from 524 women between the ages of 29 and 72 who underwent breast cancer
surgery and were receiving hormone therapy (tamoxifen 20 mg/day or anastrozole 1 mg/day).
Their objective was to examine the relationship between soy isoflavone intake and breast cancer
recurrence and death.

Dietary information was gathered via a validated food frequency questionnaire (9). The dietary

data showed that soymilk accounted for 26% of total intake of soy isoflavones, followed by tofu
(21%) and soy flour (15%), with the average daily intake of isoflavones to be 25.6 mg/day for all
patients. The patients were followed for 5 years (2003 to 2008).

Although the researchers found no statistically significant effect of soy isoflavones on breast
cancer recurrence or death between the highest and lowest intake groups (> 42.3 vs < 15.2
mg/day, p = 0.87) in the 248 premenopausal women in the study, there was a significant benefit in
the 276 postmenopausal women with varied isoflavone intake. Specifically, those with the highest
intakes had a 34% reduced risk of breast cancer recurrence compared to the lowest intakes, p =
0.02). However, no statistically significant reduced risks of death were seen from soy isoflavone
intake in postmenopausal women.

There was also an effect of soy on patients with certain types of breast cancer in the
postmenopausal group. For the postmenopausl women with estrogren- and progesterone-positive
breast cancer (the exact number of patients was not given), those in the highest quartile of
isoflavone intake had a 34% reduced risk of recurrence compared to those in the lowest soy
group (p = 0.01). And for the 86 postmenopausal patients receiving anastrozole therapy, those
with the highest soy intake had a 35% reduced risk of recurrence compared to the lowest soy
intake.

For the researchers, “High dietary intake of soy isoflavones was associated with lower risk of
recurrence among postmenopausal patients with breast cancer positive for estrogen and
progesterone receptor and those who were receiving anastrozole as endocrine therapy” and that
“This finding is potentially important in terms of recommendations for intake of soy isoflavones in
conjunction with endocrine therapy.”
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