
 

Cohort study indicates that selenium may
be protective against advanced prostate
cancer
10 April 2013

A greater level of toenail selenium was associated
with a significant decrease in the risk for advanced
prostate cancer, according to data presented at the
AACR Annual Meeting 2013, held in Washington,
D.C., April 6-10. 

"This could mean, based on our data and based on
data from other studies, that selenium is a
modifiable risk factor of advanced, clinically
relevant prostate cancer," said Milan S. Geybels,
M.Sc., a doctoral candidate in cancer epidemiology
at Maastricht University, in Maastricht, the
Netherlands.

The Netherlands Cohort Study on diet and cancer
is a prospective cohort study that includes 58,279
men who were aged 55 to 69 years at entry in
September 1986. Geybels and colleagues
analyzed data from 898 men who were diagnosed
with advanced prostate cancer during 17.3 years
of follow-up of the cohort.

According to Geybels, previous studies
investigating the association between selenium
levels and prostate cancer have yielded varying
results. One large clinical trial showed that
selenium supplementation had no protective effect,
while several prospective, observational studies
indicated that higher levels of selenium were
associated with a reduced prostate cancer risk,
especially for advanced prostate cancer.

"Our study is interesting because we specifically
investigated men with advanced prostate cancer, a
type of prostate cancer associated with a poorer
prognosis," Geybels said. "Also, while most of the
prior research, including the large clinical trial,
involved men with moderate-to-high selenium
levels, men in The Netherlands Cohort Study have
selenium levels that range from low to moderate.
This is important because low selenium is

expected to be related to a higher disease risk."

He and his colleagues chose toenail selenium as
the study biomarker because it reflects long-term
exposure, as opposed to blood, which is best for
monitoring recent selenium exposures.

The data revealed that greater levels of toenail
selenium were associated with a substantially
reduced risk for advanced prostate cancer. Men
with the highest toenail selenium levels had a more
than 60 percent lower risk for advanced prostate
cancer compared with men with the lowest toenail
selenium levels.

"Our findings need to be replicated in further
prospective studies, with an extended follow-up for
the assessment of incident advanced prostate
cancer, and with a wide range of toenail selenium
that includes low selenium levels," Geybels said. "If
our results can be confirmed, a prevention trial of
selenium and prostate cancer in a low-selenium
population may be justified." 
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