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A study has shown that breast cancer survivors who 

regularly consume cruciferous vegetables and soy are less 

likely to experience secondary effects caused by some 

anticancer treatments.  

SURVIVING CANCER 

According to statistics from the Canadian Cancer Society, the 

global survival rate for women diagnosed with breast cancer is 

87% after 5 years and can even reach 100% when the cancer has 

been diagnosed in its initial stages. These statistics are excellent 

news and demonstrate the enormous progress which has been 

achieved over the past decades in the treatment of this cancer. 

Breast cancer survivors do, however, often experience secondary 

effects during the months or even years which follow their 

treatments, particularly amongst those who have undergone 

hormonotherapy (tamoxifen, aromatase inhibitors such as letrozole 

or anastrozole). These secondary effects often take the form of 

menopause symptoms (hot flashes, nocturnal sweating), fatigue or 

even cognitive alterations (difficulties in concentration, memory 

losses) which can have a negative effect on the quality of life for 

these survivors. The identification of factors linked to lifestyle 

which could eliminate or at least decrease these problems thus 

takes on considerable importance. 

REDUCING THE EFFECT OF ESTROGENS 

Dietary habits may constitute one of these factors. Several studies 

have found that the phytochemical compounds present in some 

plants possess pharmacological properties capable of influencing 

the mechanism of action for estrogens, the hormones which are 

responsible for the menopausal symptoms experienced by these 

breast cancer survivors. The best-known example is undoubtedly 

the isoflavones of soy, a class of molecules which bind to estrogen 

receptors and thus diminish the biological response to these 

hormones by antagonistic inhibition. Given this, it is interesting to 

note that certain studies have shown that women who regularly 

consume soy products (tofu, edamame, and miso) are less likely to 

be affected by typical menopause symptoms.  

The cruciferous vegetables (cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower) are 

another class of plants with considerable potential for reducing the 

secondary effects of menopause. These vegetables contain 

significant quantities of glucosinolates, molecules which modulate 

several enzymes involved in the metabolism of estrogens 

(cytochrome P450 1A1, glutathione S-transferase) and can thus 

reduce the effects of these hormones. 

CRUCIFERS AND SOY TO THE RESCUE 

One study performed on 365 survivors of breast cancer (stages 0-

III) suggested that the consumption of these two classes of plants 

can effectively improve the quality of life for these women1. The 

 

researchers found that the survivors who consumed more than 24 g 

of soy products per day had 50% less risk of experiencing 

menopause symptoms or fatigue compared to those who did not 

consume it at all. A similar phenomenon was observed for 

cruciferous vegetables, with a decrease by half in menopause 

symptoms for the survivors who consumed more than 70 g per day 

compared to those who ate less than 33 g. 

PREVENTING RECURRENCE 

The positive effect of soy on the quality of life for cancer survivors 

is particularly interesting because consumption of these foods by 

women who have had breast cancer has long been strongly 

discouraged. This restriction is, however, groundless because 

numerous studies performed in recent years have clearly shown 

that the regular consumption of soy by breast cancer survivors is 

absolutely safe and is even associated with a significant decrease in 

the risk of recurrence and in the mortality associated with this 

disease. It should also be noted that, despite the similarity between 

isoflavones and estrogens, clinical studies have shown that soy 

does not interfere at all with the efficacy of either tamoxifen or 

anastrozole, two medications frequently used for treating hormone-

dependent breast cancers. For persons who have had breast cancer, 

there is nothing but advantage in integrating soy into their daily 

eating habits, not only in terms of preventing recurrence but also in 

diminishing the frequency of secondary effects linked to 

treatments. 

A diagnosis of cancer should not discourage patients into thinking 

that they are too late and have nothing to gain by modifying their 

lifestyle. Eating an abundance of plants, including soy and 

cruciferous vegetables, being physically active and maintaining a 

normal body weight are all daily acts which can reduce the risk of 

recurrence and significantly improve the quality and length of life. 

(1) Nomura SJO et al. Dietary intake of soy and cruciferous 
vegetables and treatment-related symptoms in Chinese-

American and non-Hispanic White breast cancer 

survivors. Breast Cancer Research and Treatment, 
(2018) 168(2):467-479.  
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