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Skip the hype on miracle diets to prevent ovarian cancer; focus instead 
on a healthy weight and nutrient-rich plant foods. 

More than 21,000 U.S. women 
may expect a diagnosis of ovar-

ian cancer in 2015, making it the fifth 
most common cause of cancer death 
among women. Ovarian cancer often 
has no symptoms at early stages, so the 
disease is generally advanced when di-
agnosed, with only a 45 percent rate of 
five-year survival. 

That makes prevention and early 
detection especially valued targets. We 
already know that women should avoid 
tobacco and consult their healthcare pro-
vider about screening. 

But what about diet? The Internet is 
filled with recommendations for “super-
foods” that supposedly fight ovarian 
cancer. Research on ovarian cancer 
and diet may make big headlines, but 
it’s important that your diet is based on 
what overall research shows, rather than 
random studies. Unfortunately, there is 
little research-backed support for eating 
habits that reduce the risk of this dis-
ease; your best-odds diet strategy should 
be created within the context of reduc-
ing overall cancer risk. 

Here’s the bottom line on four diet 
tips—aimed at ovarian cancer protec-
tion—that have made the headlines. 

1. Don’t worry about dairy. Dairy foods 
have been blamed for increased risk in 
some headlines, but overall research 
does not show that limiting consump-
tion or changing particular choices of-
fers protection. Some studies suggest 
that lactose, the natural sugar in dairy 
products, changes levels of ovary-
related hormones; others question dairy 

fat. However, a major report from the 
American Institute for Cancer Research 
(AICR) concluded that data was too lim-
ited to show any link between ovarian 
cancer and lactose or any dairy products. 
Another major analysis published in 
Nutrition and Cancer shortly thereafter 
reached the same conclusion. There’s 
no benefit to going overboard, but since 
dairy products (and the calcium they 
provide) reduce risk of colorectal cancer, 
it’s okay to include them in your diet.

2. Soy foods are OK. Minimally pro-
cessed soy foods, such as tofu, soymilk, 
soynuts and edamame, provide fiber and 
many nutrients, including compounds 
called isoflavones. In cell and animal 
studies, these compounds can slow 
cancer cell growth and prevent tumor 
formation. Several population studies in 
Asia link lower risk of ovarian cancer to 
greater soy or isoflavone consumption, 
although studies in Europe and the U.S. 
show no link, perhaps because Western 
diets are very low in soy intake. And 
studies have suggested that you may 
gain more benefit from including soy 
earlier in life. While the evidence isn’t 
strong enough to prove definitive ovar-
ian cancer protection from soy, you can 
feel good about enjoying soy foods as a 
healthful swap for red meat. 

3. Boost vegetables. Plant foods should 
always be part of a diet to lower cancer 
risk. Cruciferous vegetables, such as 
cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, and kale, 
contain unique compounds called gluco-
sinolates that show special anti-cancer 

effects in cell and animal studies. A few 
large population studies link less ovarian 
cancer to greater intake of these cruci-
ferous vegetables, though some recent 
studies showed no benefit. It’s possible 
that interactions with genes mean some 
people benefit more than others. While 
we await more research, it’s a smart idea 
to eat a wide variety of vegetables, in-
cluding cruciferous choices. 

4. Tea time. This plant-based beverage 
contains polyphenol compounds, such as 
epigallocatechin gallate (EGCG), widely 
studied for health-promoting potential. 
In cell and animal studies, green tea’s 
EGCG seems to inhibit ovarian and 
some other cancers. Small human studies 
suggest that tea may promote the body’s 
antioxidant defenses, yet overall, large 
population studies have failed to find that 
tea is linked with ovarian cancer. More 
research is needed to understand how ge-
netics and other factors may be involved. 
For now, tea—green or otherwise—re-
mains an excellent no-calorie beverage 
choice, although evidence does not sup-
port use of concentrated supplements of 
its ingredients. 

—Karen Collins, MS, RDN, CDN, FAND
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Eating to Prevent Ovarian Cancer 

WEIGHT AND OVARIAN CANCER RISK 
Of all the diet-related factors regarding ovarian 
cancer risk, the only factor that the AICR found with a 
significant relationship is excess body fat. Overweight 
and obesity increase levels of hormones, as well as 
chronic inflammation that can contribute to cancer 
development. What to do? Studies show that neither 
low-carb nor low-fat diets offer advantages for long-
term weight control. Instead, create a long-term 
lifestyle with nutrient-rich foods that allow you to fill 
up without excess calories. Common-sense steps like 
healthy portion sizes, limiting sweets, and keeping 
active complete the picture.

BEST-ODDS DIET TO REDUCE OVERALL CANCER RISK
You can prevent one-in-three of the most common cancers with healthy eating, exercise and 

a healthy weight. To reduce your overall cancer risk, the AICR advises these steps:

•	Maintain a healthy weight.
•	Move more. Be physically active for at least 30 

minutes every day. 
•	Choose foods lower in calorie density. Fill up on 

foods with fewer calories (and more fiber and nutri-
ents) per bite; avoid sugary drinks.

•	Eat a variety of plants: vegetables, fruits, whole 
grains, and beans.

•	Limit red meat (beef, pork and lamb) to no more than 
18 ounces/week; avoid processed meat, such as bacon 
and sausage.

•	If you drink alcohol, drink moderate amounts: no 
more than one drink per day for women, two for men.

•	Limit use of salt and foods processed with salt.
•	Target a balanced diet rather than relying on 

supplements.

To learn more, visit: www.aicr.org/reduce-your-cancer-risk/


