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Letter to the editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 
July 24, 2011 
 

"Taller Increases Cancer Risk ?" 
As the old maxim goes, "Be careful of what you wish for, because it may come true."  How many 

have wished to be taller?  A new report in the journal, The Lancet Oncology, reported, "Being tall has 
been linked to a greater risk of 10 common cancers."  What?  Yes, for every four inches (10 cm) above 
five feet a person was, the Oxford researchers said they had a 16% increased cancer risk.   Investigators 
studied over 1.3 million middle-aged women and linked 10 cancers to height - colon, rectal, malignant 
melanoma, breast, endometrial (uterus), ovarian, kidney, lymphoma, non-Hodgkin lymphoma and 
leukemia.  Those over 5ft 9in, were 37% more likely to have developed a tumor than those in the shortest 
group, under 5ft.  According to the researchers, there is a similar link in men and they were quick to point 
out that the underlying explanation or mechanisms are totally unknown.   It has been well known for 
decades that being overweight increases cancer risks and we have all been repeatedly advised to keep our 
weight in check by dieting and exercise.  Obesity is also a major factor: a 10 point increase in Body Mass 
Index increases the risk of breast cancer by around 40%.  But, no one has any control over their height.  
Some believe that people are becoming taller because of better nutrition and fewer childhood diseases.  
Experts put this in proportion by saying that smoking is a bigger contributor to cancer risk than height and 
"Tall people need not be alarmed by these results. Most people are not a lot taller, or shorter, than average, 
and their height will only have a small effect on their individual cancer risk."  There is some good news 
for taller folks, in that being tall has also been linked to reduced rates of heart disease.  Yet, a 2010 report 
linked "taller" to a specific cancer.  A study of over 10,000 men found that for every extra two inches or 5 
cm in height above average, the risk of testicular cancer went up by 13%.  Experts also cautioned that the 
overall risk of testicular cancer is very low (one in 210 men in the UK) and "Tall men should not be 
alarmed by this research, since fewer than four in 100 testicular lumps are actually cancerous."  Factors 
such as family history or smoking carry more of a risk.  A 2000 Netherlands study found that a woman's 
height and weight are factors determining her risk of developing breast cancer.   

In the America that I love, we must not be panicked by factors we can not control or be led into 
"doom and gloom" by possibly unrelated statistical associations.  Concentrate on things you can control.  
Let cool heads prevail.  
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