
 

Multiple sclerosis may not put you at risk for
breast, colorectal cancers
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Demyelination by MS. The CD68 colored tissue shows
several macrophages in the area of the lesion. Original
scale 1:100. Credit: Marvin 101/Wikipedia

People with multiple sclerosis (MS) may not be at
higher risk of developing two of the three cancers
that occur most commonly in people with MS,
breast and colorectal cancer, than people who
don't have the disease, according to a new study
published in the November 25, 2020, online issue
of Neurology, the medical journal of the American
Academy of Neurology. However, the study did
find that people with MS had a higher incidence of
bladder cancer. 

"This is good news for people with MS, because
earlier studies have shown a link between MS and
breast and colorectal cancers," said study author
Ruth Ann Marrie, M.D., Ph.D., of the University of
Manitoba in Winnipeg, Canada, and a member of
the American Academy of Neurology. "While we
did not find that link, our study did show that
people with MS had a 72% greater risk of
developing bladder cancer."

The study looked at health records of 53,984
people with MS and 266,920 people without MS in
Canada. Each person with MS was matched with
five people without the disease. Researchers then
used cancer registries to estimate incidence of
breast, colorectal, bladder and 12 other cancers
among the people in the study.

After adjusting for factors like sex, education and 
socioeconomic status, researchers found that
cancer incidence and mortality rates did not differ
between the people with MS and without MS for
breast and colorectal cancer.

Bladder cancer was a different story. When
researchers looked at the years 2008-2017, the
incidence of bladder cancer was 25 cases per
100,000 person-years in the group with MS, and15
cases in the group without MS. Person-years take
into account both the number of people in the study
and the amount of time each person spends in the
study. After adjusting for factors like age, sex and
socioeconomic status, people with MS had a 72%
greater chance of developing bladder cancer than
those without the disease.

"The increased risk of bladder cancer in people with
MS may have to do with the fact that people with
the disease are more likely to have urinary tract
infections and use catheters," Marrie said.
"However, more research is needed to confirm our
findings."

A limitation of the study is that although the results
were adjusted for people having multiple medical
conditions at the same time, researchers were
unable to account for differences in health
behaviors such as smoking, diet and physical
activity. Also, the study did not account for the
possibility of specific MS-modifying therapies
contributing to peoples' cancer risk. 
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