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Study Examines Causes of Death in U.S. Breast Cancer 
Survivors

December 16, 2019  - Survival rates for patients with breast cancer have improved significantly in the last four 
decades, and many patients will eventually die from non–cancer-related causes. Researchers recently conducted the 
largest population-based long-term retrospective analysis of non-cancer causes of death among patients with breast 
cancer. The findings are published early online in CANCER, a peer-reviewed journal of the American Cancer 
Society.

Of 754,270 U.S. women diagnosed with breast cancer from 2000 to 2015, 24.3 percent died by the end of 2015. 
The highest number of deaths (46.2 percent) occurred within one to five years following diagnosis, and most were 
caused by breast cancer or other cancers. Breast cancer–related deaths decreased as years passed, however, and were 
eventually overcome by non–breast cancer causes of death. Within five to 10 years following diagnosis, about half 
of patients died of non–breast cancer causes, whereas the majority of those who survived beyond 10 years died of 
non–breast cancer causes.

The most common non-cancer causes of death within 10 years of diagnosis were heart diseases, followed by 
cerebrovascular diseases. After more than 10 years following diagnosis, the most common non-cancer causes of 
death were heart diseases, followed by Alzheimer’s disease.

Compared with the general population, patients had a higher risk of dying from chronic liver diseases within 
5-10 years following diagnosis, and from Alzheimer’s disease and heart diseases after more than 10 years following 
diagnosis.

“Non-cancer diseases, such as heart diseases, contribute to a significant number of deaths in patients with breast 
cancer, even higher than in the general population,” said senior author Mohamad Bassam Sonbol, MD, of Mayo 
Clinic in Phoenix, Arizona. “Cancers other than breast cancer are also an important cause of death in patients with 
a history of breast cancer.”

The results will be informative for survivors in discussions with physicians about their future health. “Our findings 
emphasize the importance of counseling patients about their survivorship and risk of developing other cancers, 
with a focus on proper screening or preventive measures for other cancers and diseases,” added Dr. Sonbol.
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