
Working night shifts long-term may 
increase breast cancer risk 

Women who work night shifts for 30 years or more are twice as likely 
to develop breast cancer compared to other women, a new study has 
found. 
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The findings could apply to nurses, cleaners, care workers, call centre handlers 
and some shop workers who work unusual hours for the course of their careers. 
Canadian researchers looked at 1,134 women with breast cancer and 1,179 
women of the same ages without the disease. The women were all questioned 
about their work and shift patterns for the study, published in the journal 
Occupational and Environmental Medicine. 
About one third had a history of night shift work and the women were classified 
into four categories: no night shift work; 0–14 years; 15-29 years; and 30 or more 
years. 
Increased risk only after 30 years of night shifts 
There was no increased risk of breast cancer for women who had done night shift 
work for 0-14 or 15-29 years compared to those who had not done any. 
But women who had worked nights for 30 years or more were 2.2 times more 
likely to develop breast cancer compared to other groups. 
Previous findings have linked the disease with nurses’ shift work but the results in 
this study were similar for both healthcare workers and women in other 
professions involving night shifts. 
The authors of the study, from Queen’s University and the University of British 
Columbia in Canada, took into account other factors that may contribute to breast 
cancer risk including a family history of cancer, education and physical activity. 
“An association between more than 30 years of night shift work in diverse 
occupations and breast cancer is supported here, consistent with other studies 
among nurses,” they wrote. “As shift work is necessary for many occupations, 
understanding of which specific shift patterns increase breast cancer risk, and 
how night shift work influences the pathway to breast cancer, is needed for the 
development of healthy workplace policy.” 
Possible role of the sleep hormone melatonin 
The authors say one explanation for the results could be disrupted production of 
melatonin, a sleep hormone, by artificial lights during night shift work. This may, 



in turn, increase the production of oestrogen, a hormone involved in the 
development of two in every three cases of breast cancer. But experts cautioned 
that an increased cancer risk from shift work has still not been proven and said 
other factors could yet turn out to play a part. 
Women told not to panic 
Dr Jane Green, clinical epidemiologist at the University of Oxford, thought the 
research was “well-conducted” and had “more detailed occupational history” than 
many other studies. But she said: “While there is some evidence to associate 
increased risk of breast cancer with very long term shift work, the evidence is not 
yet sufficient to be sure and certainly not sufficient to give a public health 
message about working shifts.” 
Dr Hannah Bridges, senior information officer at the charity Breakthrough Breast 
Cancer, urged women “not to panic”. “Shift work may lead to unhealthy lifestyle 
habits that could independently increase the risk of breast cancer, so we’d 
encourage all women to take part in regular physical activity, maintain a healthy 
weight and reduce their alcohol intake,” she advised. 
The Breakthrough Generations Study Set, which was set up in 2004 involving 
more than 115,000 UK women and aims to help understand the genetic, lifestyle 
and environmental causes of breast cancer, could help shed light on this area in 
future, she added. 
	  


