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Socioeconomic status (SES) is known to be directly related to risk of breast cancer in adult women. The most common explanation for this observation suggests the influence of reproductive factors such as earlier age at first birth, higher parity, later age at menopause and earlier age at menarche. However, these reproductive variables do not fully explain breast cancer risk and the public and many scientists are concerned that environmental exposures may be at play. The search for chemical and physical environmental factors that influence breast cancer has been primarily in adult women. However, there is now much evidence that exposures and experiences during early development in girls may be critical in understanding the etiology of breast cancer. In the epidemiologic studies within the BCERC network we have gathered information on SES, race and ethnicity, the built environment, and family and psychological factors as well as lifestyle behaviors, such as dietary patterns and physical activity, and the physical (chemical and radiation) environment. To increase our understanding of the inter-relationships of these factors we have taken a transdisciplinary approach drawing on social epidemiology, developmental psychology, geography and medicine.

We will present the evidence for the association of SES as indicators of social disadvantage with the onset of puberty as measured by Tanner breast stage 2. We will then discuss three possible pathways from low SES to earlier age of pubertal onset in the BCERC cohort. These are: 1) the influence of familial and individual factors such as adverse family dynamics, parental psychopathology and family composition (e.g., absent biologic fathers) 2) material deprivation, and 3) lifestyle factors such as obesogenic diets and lower levels of physical activity. The presentation will draw on evidence gathered from BCERC studies thus far as well as from the extant literature.

