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Flaxseed and Breast Cancer Prevention 

James Meschino DC, MS, ROHP 

. 

 

Flaxseeds are a rich source of omega-3 fats, which have been shown to be important in 

the prevention of cardiovascular disease. Ground flaxseed powder has also been shown to 

lower LDL-cholesterol (bad cholesterol), further supporting its use in cardiovascular 

health. 

 

In addition, animal and human studies are providing the first evidence that consumption 

of flaxseed may play a role in cancer prevention. 

 

Flax is a potent source of lignan precursors, which are among the many plant compounds 

that yield phytoestrogens with estrogen-like qualities. These phytoestrogens are under 

investigation for their potential ability to prevent the development of breast, prostate, 

colon and other tumors in humans. 

 

Flaxseed contains high levels of SLD (secoiso-lariciresinol diglycoside) and matairesinol, 

compounds that are converted by gut bacteria into the mammalian lignans, enterolactone 

and enterodial. (phytoestrogens). 

 

Both enterolactone and enterodiol have demonstrated anticancer properties and flaxseeds 

contain 75 to 800 times more of these lignan precursors than any other food. 

 

Studies have demonstrated that rats fed flaxseeds have greater than a 50% reduction in 

carcinogen-induced abnormal colon growths. There was also a slowing of cell division of 

normal cells (epithelial) in the colon and the breast. Slowing of cell division is associated 

with a lower risk of cancer. Other animal studies have confirmed the anti-tumor effects of 

flaxseed lignans. 

 

Human studies have demonstrated that SLD, enterolactone and enterodiol are absorbed 

by humans and that they have the power to influence female hormone function. 

 

In a study conducted at the Universities of Minnesota and Rochester, women who added 

flaxseed to their diet experienced changes in their menstrual cycles. Researchers observed 

that the women had increased progesterone-estradiol ratios during the luteal phase, fewer 

anovulatory cycles (cycles with no ovulation) and a decreased tendency to ovarian 

dysfunction. All of these adaptations are linked to a lower risk of breast cancer. 

 

In another study at the University of Minnesota and the University of Helsinki, lignans 

and other phytoestrogens known as flavonoids inhibited enzyme activity necessary for 

estrogen production from fat tissue. This form of estrogen (estrone) is thought to 

contribute to breast cancer and other reproductive organ cancer. The understanding that 

flaxseeds can block the formation of this cancer-permissive estrogen (estrone) is an 

important clinical finding. 
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In summary, flaxseed lignans may defend against cancer through a number of 

mechanisms. Lingans have been shown to compete with more dangerous estrogens for 

binding to receptors on reproductive organs. This would reduce the impact of these more 

dangerous estrogens on these tissues. 

 

Lignans have been shown to inhibit the growth of estrogen-sensitive breast cancer cell 

lines. They inhibit the enzyme that produces estrone hormone; one of the more dangerous 

estrogens made in fat tissue. Lignans slow down cell division and reduce colon cancer 

tumors in animal studies. Finally, lignans have been shown to inhibit the formation of 

blood vessels around cancer cells (anti-angiogenesis); a vital step in blocking the spread 

of cancer. All of this experimental evidence suggests that flaxseed is potentially 

important in protecting against cancer. 

 

My advice is to consume at least two tablespoons of flaxseed powder per day. It can be 

added to juice, sprinkled on to cereal, blended into a protein shake etc. 

 

If you purchase whole flaxseeds be sure to crush them in a grinder before you ingest 

them. This will permit a greater entry of lignan precursors into the bloodstream. Most 

health food stores sell flaxseed powder, which is pre-ground. 

 

Be aware that "flaxseed oil" is not a potent source of flaxseed lignans. Flaxseed oil is an 

excellent source of omega-3 fats, but to derive the lignans from flaxseeds, you must 

consume the flaxseeds themselves in a ground-up form. 
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