










vegetables, fruits, whole grains and legumes. These foods are low in calories, 
making it much easier to maintain a healthy weight. Plant-based foods 
are also full of nutrients and dietary fibre. They contain essential vitamins 
and minerals, and thousands of phytochemicals with cancer-fighting 
properties. “When you eat a lot of plant products, you are treating yourself 
to a diversified regimen of nature-derived cancer-fighting agents,” says 
Dr. Béliveau, a coauthor of Foods That Fight Cancer: Preventing Cancer Through 
Diet (McClelland and Stewart, 2006).

By avoiding processed foods, sugary drinks and fast foods (which are often 
high in fat or sugar and low in nutrients), limiting red meat and avoiding 
processed meat, you’ll be lowering your cancer risk. Diets high in animal fat 
and preservatives, such as nitrites, cause some cancers and promote weight 
gain. And while dietary supplements could be beneficial for some (vitamin D 
may prove to be essential), they don’t contain many of the cancer-fighting 
compounds, such as phytochemicals, found in foods. 

Avoid environmental exposures 
Cancer researchers have made far less progress in investigating and 
assessing the role of environmental carcinogens, such as industrial 
chemicals and pesticides, in causing cancer in women. The World Health 
Organization’s International Agency for Research in Cancer (IARC) has 
identified more than 400 agents known to be carcinogenic or possibly 
carcinogenic to humans (http://monographs.iarc.fr). But most of the links 
to cancer have been established through occupational exposures and 
animal studies, so scientists don’t know for sure the safety of long-term 
exposure to supposedly “low” levels of toxic chemicals in a variety of 
products, including some cosmetic products, building materials, carpets 
and furniture.

Radiation is another clear cause of cancer. The risks of skin cancer from 
overexposure to the sun’s UV rays and of lung cancer from high levels of 
radon gas in homes are well-known, and we know we should cover up and 
wear sunscreen, and install radon detectors in our homes. But women 
should also be aware of the potential risks associated with overuse of 
medical diagnostic tests, such as X-rays and computed tomography (CT) 
scans. A CT scan exposes a patient to a radiation dose equivalent to 
more than a dozen conventional X-rays. If you are concerned about your 
lifetime radiation exposure, ask your doctor about the risks associated 

Should you eat 
organic food?
About 60 per cent of 
Canadians are concerned 
about pesticide residues 
on fruits and vegetables, 
according to a 2008 
survey by the Canadian 
Cancer Society. Another 
80 per cent carefully 
wash all fruits and 
vegetables before eating 
them to reduce their 
exposure. Some studies 
suggest that farmers 
and other agricultural 
workers who have a high 
exposure to pesticides 
are more likely to 
develop certain cancers, 
such as lymphomas. 
Unfortunately, not 
enough research has 
been done to determine 
whether organically 
grown food is safer than 
conventionally grown 
food in terms of  
cancer risk.
If you are concerned, and 
want to substantially 
reduce your pesticide 
exposure, consider 
buying organic for the 
most contaminated 
types of produce. 
According to the 
Environmental Working 
Group, a U.S.-based 
research and advocacy 
organization, the top 
fruits and vegetables 
to buy organic include 
peaches, apples, 
sweet peppers, celery, 
nectarines, strawberries, 
cherries, pears, imported 
grapes and potatoes. 

Why do we get cancer?  
Cancer occurs when 
something triggers our cells 
to grow abnormally. Common 
triggers include genetics, 
radiation (including that 
from the sun) and viruses.
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with a large number of CT scans and whether 
any given diagnostic test is medically necessary.

The IARC has also organized a large 
international study, called Interphone, to 
investigate cancer rates for four cancers found 
in the head and neck area in cellphone users 
from 13 countries, including Canada. The 
findings have been delayed for over two years 
because the more than 50 researchers involved 
disagree on how to interpret the data. If you 
would rather not wait until the results are in 
to cut potential risk, limit talk time on your 
cellphone or use a headset or the speakerphone 
feature. You can also simply hold your phone 
away from your ear, since the electromagnetic 
radiation cellphones emit is only detectable very 
close to the phone itself. 

“Sunshine” supplements
Popping a daily vitamin D pill offers another 
promising strategy for preventing breast, 
colon and other types of cancer in women. 
An influential 2007 study in the American 
Journal of Clinical Nutrition, for example, found 
that postmenopausal women who took 
1,100 international units (IU) of vitamin D 
daily, as well as calcium, had a 60 per cent 
lower risk of developing cancer than women 
taking placebos. Vitamin D may protect against 
cancer by helping control the rate at which 
cells multiply, so cells don’t divide and grow too 
quickly. “When normal cells multiply rapidly, the 
risk of cancer increases,” explains Dr. Jacques 
Brisson, a cancer researcher at Laval University 
in Quebec City. 

Vitamin D may reduce cancer risk by helping 
immature, undifferentiated cells develop 
normally into mature, specialized cells. Certain 
breast cells, for example, evolve in a healthy 
way to become breast duct cells. If the body isn’t 
making enough vitamin D, says Dr. Brisson, some 
of these cells may remain undifferentiated, 
which makes them more prone to changes that 
may lead to cancer.

Dr. Brisson and other researchers caution that 
a large-scale clinical trial is needed to provide 
definitive proof of the cancer-fighting benefits 
of vitamin D supplements and determine the 
optimal daily dose for women. The Canadian 
Cancer Society recommends that adults consult 
their doctor about taking a daily 1,000 IU 
vitamin D supplement during fall and winter, or 
throughout the year if they aren’t getting much 
time in the sun. 


