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Household and Cosmetic Products
Frequently Asked Questions

 Question

Do chemicals in sunscreen affect breast cancer risk?

 Answer

Exposure to UV (ultraviolet) light may increase the risk of skin cancer. Sunscreen products contain chemicals that
absorb light of certain wavelengths that help protect the skin from harmful effects of UV radiation. These “UV screens”
are added to sunscreens and other products including cosmetics.

Environmental Estrogens?
Researchers from Switzerland tested UV screens to see if they had another, undesirable effect — the ability to mimic
the effects of the hormone estrogen (1). Most breast tumors depend on estrogen for growth. Chemicals that mimic the
effect of estrogen are called environmental estrogens or xenoestrogens. Several UV screens tested positive as weak
environmental estrogens. More recently, researchers from Germany, Japan and the Netherlands confirmed these
results (2, 3, 4).

The UV-screens that were estrogenic included several benzophenones: benzophenone-2, benzophenone-3 and its
metabolite benzophenone-1; and two other commonly used UV screens called 4-methyl-benzyldeine camphor, and
octyl methyoxy cinnamate (1-4).

Researchers have studied whether UV screens can penetrate the skin and be absorbed by the body. Benzophenone-3
has been studied the most. It does penetrate the skin, and has been detected in the urine of people after it has been
applied to the skin (5, 6, 7).

More Research Needed
Many other kinds of data that would help evaluate whether UV screens affect breast cancer risk is not yet available.
There are no studies on whether women who use suncreens or cosmetics containing estrogenic UV screens have a
higher breast cancer risk. Because several researchers have identified several UV screens as environmental estrogens,
we can expect these findings to encourage other researchers to more fully investigate the health risks of these
chemicals.

References:

1. Schlumpf, M. et al., Environmental Health Perspectives, 109:239-244, 2001.

2. Jarry, H. et al., Toxicology, 205:87-93, 2004.

3. Suzuki, T. et al., Toxicology and Applied Pharmacology, 203:9-17, 2005.

4. Heneweer, M. et al., Toxicology and Applied Pharmacology, 208:170-177, 2005.

FAQ http://envirocancer.cornell.edu/faq/answer.cfm

1 of 2 2/23/10 5:10 PM



5. Jing, R. et al, British Journal of Clinical Pharmacology, 48:635-637, 1999.

6. Janjua, N.R. et al., Journal of Investigative Dermatology, 123:57-61, 2004.

7. Gonzalez, H. et al., British Journal of Dermatology, 154:337-340, 2006.

Answered by: Suzanne Snedeker, Ph.D.

Last Reviewed: 01.12.07

Return to topic list

© 2009 Cornell University 

Program on Breast Cancer and Environmental Risk Factors
Cornell University, College of Veterinary Medicine

Vet Box 31, Ithaca, NY 14853-6401
Phone: 607.254.2893; Fax: 607.254.4730

Email: breastcancer@cornell.edu

We comply with the HONcode standard for
trustworthy health information: Verify here.

FAQ http://envirocancer.cornell.edu/faq/answer.cfm

2 of 2 2/23/10 5:10 PM


