
Un ive rsity of Wat e r loo STAT 231 – W. H. Che rry

‘Fer tility drugs (Ch.11)’

EM9302: The Tor o nt o St ar, Janu ary 15, 1993, page D15

Fe rtility drugs may be linke d to ovarian cancer
By Don na Alvar ado

SPECIAL TO THE STAR

Fe rtility drugs may triple a woman’s risk
of dev elo ping ovarian cancer, a rare but
dea dly for m of canc e r, a Stanford Unive rsity
re searche r repor ts.

The finding, whi c h re searche rs called "by
no means cer tain," is base d on an analys is of
12 studies of ovarian cancer con duct e d ov er
the last 35 years.

Alic e Whit tem ore, the epi dem iologi st who
hea de d the proje ct, says she hopes the re-
port wou ld not be "un duly alarming" to wo-
men tak ing fer tility drugs becau se res earch -
ers are unc e rtain what their finding s mean.

"The re’s a need to track this dow n and
fin d ou t what’s goi ng on," said Whitt emo re.
The repor t wa s publis hed this week in the
Am erica n Jo urnal of Epi demiology.

Be cau se the data analyzed were taken
fr om studies done ove r so many years, the
women may hav e been tak ing different
kinds of fer tility drugs from those on the
market today. "They don’t know what they
we re giv en," Whitt emo re said.

U. S. Nation a l Canc e r Institute officia ls
called the repor t "provocative" but in need of
fur the r study.

Whit tem ore said: "It doesn’t mean we hav e
any clu e whet her it’s base d on a cau se-and -
ef fect association." But, "it’s a cau se for con -
cer n becaus e it’s biologi c a l ly plau sible."

Ov arian cancer is rela t ive ly rare. Women
born today hav e a lifetim e chanc e of 1.5 per
cent of dev elo ping it, so eve n a tripled risk
woul d stil l be les s than 5 per cent. But it is
often fat al, and only about 40 per cent of
patients sur viv e fiv e ye ars after they are diag-
nose d with the dis ease.

The new analys is re-ev a luated dat a collec-
ted from 2,1 97 ovarian cancer patients and
4,144 comparison patients in 12 studies. It
confi rme d earlie r fin d ings that bir th con trol
pi lls reduce a woman’s risk of ovarian cancer.

Bu t it is the first tim e re searche rs hav e
looke d at large numbers of patients to ex-
amine the que s tion of whether the canc e r is
li nke d to fer tility drugs. Until now, evi-
denc e of a link had been lim ited to spora -
dic indivi d ual case repor ts.

Among the main finding s in the repor t we re:

• Wo m e n who are diagn ose d as infer tile,
take fer tility drugs and then get pregnant
have only a slig htly inc rea s ed risk of getting
ov arian cancer.

• Wo m e n who take fer tility drugs but
neve r ge t preg n a n t run the hig hest risk of
ge tting ovarian cancer. It’s pos sib le the type
of infer tility they had, rat her than the fer ti-
li ty drug its elf, may be associat e d with the
in cre ase d risk, Whitt emo re said.

• Preg n a n cy seems to protect aga inst ovari-
an cancer, wit h the risk decli ning more wit h
each successiv e preg n a n cy. Women who
neve r beco m e preg n a n t, but nev er use fer ti-
li ty drugs, have a doub led risk of getting
ov arian cancer.

• Bi rth con trol pil ls also appear to protect
ag ain st ovarian cancer, lowe ring the risk by
30 per cent. Long-ter m us e of the Pil l, fo r
si x ye ars or more, lowe rs the risk by 70 per
cent.
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