
 

Young Asian/Pacific islander women in
Calif. face higher breast cancer risk
21 June 2011, By Stephanie Stephens

Young Asian and Pacific Islander women born in
California have higher risks of breast cancer than
young white women, and some groups, including
Filipinas, might have higher risks than African-
Americans, according to a new study that
challenges the perception that these women are at
a much lower risk of breast cancer than white
women. 

Overall breast cancer incidence rates published
from national cancer surveillance data might mask
important pockets of elevated risk, said study co-
author Susan Hurley, a research associate at the 
Cancer Prevention Institute of California.

"Historically, rates that suggest a low breast cancer
risk among Asian and Pacific Islander women do
not usually focus on young women," Hurley said.
"They also do not take into account factors such as
birthplace, migration status and ethnic ancestry, all
of which may determine risk."

For the study appearing in the latest issue of the
journal Ethnicity & Disease, Hurley and colleagues
used data from a previous study, which found a
link between breast cancer cases in California birth
records from 1988 to 2004.

The authors looked at data from 3,799 women
born in California in the 1960s who eventually
developed breast cancer and 17,461 women born
in California during the same period who did not
develop the disease. Study participants ranged in
age from 20 to 44 years, with an average age at
diagnosis of 36 years. Findings showed that young
California-born Asian and Pacific Islander women
had about a 62 percent higher risk of breast cancer
than young white women.

All ancestral Asian/Pacific Islander subpopulations-
including Japanese, Filipina and Chinese women-
exhibited elevated breast cancer risks. "What our
research can't tell us is why," Hurley said.

The age a woman bears her first child, how many
children she has borne, her breastfeeding practices
and even her diet are all relevant to breast cancer
risk and all often have cultural origins, Hurley said.
"It is generally believed that Asian women living in
the United States have higher rates of breast
cancer than Asian women living in Asia," said
Hurley.

"As immigrant women adopt the lifestyles of their
new country, they also seem to adopt their breast
cancer risks. So, on some level, it makes sense
that Asian/Pacific Islander women born in the U.S.
would have breast cancer risks similar to their white
U.S.-born counterparts," Hurley said. "The fact that
our study suggests that among women born in
California, young Asian /Pacific Islander women
have risks even higher than white women really is
quite startling and difficult to explain."

By 2050, Asian/Pacific Islanders will make up 8
percent of the U.S. population according to
projections by the U. S. Census Bureau.

"Evaluating whether elevated risks persist outside
of California and in older women should be
research priorities," Hurley said. "Replication of our
findings among other populations of U.S.- born
Asian/Pacific Islander women could have major
public health implications for cancer-control efforts
among this historically understudied population.
Asian/Pacific Islander women concerned about
signs or symptoms of breast cancer should not
assume they are immune from this disease and
should not delay seeing their physician."

Aggregated data-data that groups all women
together without regard to their ethnic ancestry-
paints the incomplete picture that Asian/Pacific
Islander communities have a low breast cancer
incidence, said Roxanna Bautista, director of the
chronic diseases program at the Asian and Pacific
Islander American Health Forum.
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"When disaggregated data is shared, you see that
the risk of breast cancer may in fact be elevated
among certain groups of Asian/Pacific Islander
women as shown in this study. These latest study
findings reinforce what those of us who work in the
field already know, that this is such an important
issue," Bautista said. "Let's determine what else
can be done so Asian/Pacific Islander women can
be proactive about screening and pay closer
attention to their bodies for any changes." 

  More information: Reynolds P., et al. An excess
of breast cancer among young California-born
Asian women. Ethn Dis 21(2), 2011.
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