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uman observational studies (Epidemiological 
studies) and experimental evidence suggest that 
soy isoflavones, which act as phytoestrogens 
(plant-based estrogens) in the body, help reduce 

risk of breast cancer. In Asia, where soy isoflavone 
intake is high, the incidence of breast cancer in women 
is 75% lower than in North America. (1,2) Soy 
isoflavones have been shown to slow the cell division 
rate of breast cells, an effect that is associated with a 
lower risk of developing cancerous mutations. (3)  

The herb known as black cohosh also contains an 
isoflavone known as formononetin, which has been 
shown to act as a phytoestrogen in human studies. (4) In 
Europe, black cohosh has been used routinely with great 
success for the past 40 years as a treatment for 
menopausal symptoms, PMS and other female 
reproductive disorders (i.e., dysmenorrhea), in place of 
conventional hormone replacement therapy and oral 
contraceptives. (5) Black cohosh has also been 
recommended or prescribed in the United States for 
more than 100 years and was an official drug of the U.S. 
Pharmacopoeia from 1820 to 1926, which was the era 
prior to the political movement that allowed patented 
drugs, manufactured by pharmaceutical companies, to 
dominate the drug market, in concert with the growing 
influence that pharmaceutical companies have been 
allowed to exert on the prescribing practices of medical 
practitioners.  

Over the years many studies have documented black 
cohosh’s effectiveness and safety. Published reports 
from Germany, where black cohosh has been used as a 
primary mode of treatment for menopausal symptoms for 
the past 40 years, indicate that it has a high safety 
profile and is associated with few and infrequent side 
effects, which include nausea, vomiting, headaches, 

dizziness, breast pain (mastalgia). No drug interactions are 
reported in the medical literature for black cohosh, adding to 
the evidence that it is a safe intervention for the 
management of menopausal symptoms, as well as PMS, 
dysmenorrhea and other female reproductive complaints. 
(5,6) Throughout its documented use by millions of women 
over the past 40 years, there has been no indication that 
supplementation with black cohosh increases risk of breast 
cancer or any other female reproductive cancer. (7) 
Moreover, black cohosh has been shown to have a safety 
profile that is superior to that of hormone replacement, in 
that hormone replacement therapy is known to increase the 
risk of breast cancer by 2.3% per year and has been shown 
to increase risk of other conditions (heart disease and 
stroke), according to the recently published results of the 
Women’s Health Initiative Study in the U.S. (8,9) 

Intrigued by the physiological effects of black cohosh on 
female reproductive tissues, a number of researchers have 
designed experimental studies to examine the influence of 
black cohosh on breast cancer risk. As stated previously, its 
long historical use in Europe and the United States, as an 
effective and natural treatment for menopausal symptoms, 
PMS and other female conditions, has shown that it is not 
associated with an increased risk of breast cancer, or any 
other cancer. (10) Additionally, all of the experimental 
studies performed to date, involving the use of human 
breast cells and human breast cancer cells have shown that 
standardized extracts of black cohosh actually block the 
development of breast cancer and/or decrease the ability of 
breast cancer cells to divide and multiply. The assumption 
made by many investigators was that black cohosh might 
encourage the growth of breast cancer cells because it has 
a weak estrogenic effect, which is likely to promote 
proliferation of these cells. However, in vitro studies, using 
human breast cells and human breast cancer cells, have 
demonstrated the opposite effect. In these studies black 
cohosh has been shown to have an antiproliferative effect 
on a number of human breast cancer cell lines. Reporting in 
the journal, Breast Cancer Research and Treatment (2002), 
C Bodinet and J Freudenstein, showed that black cohosh 
extract significantly inhibited human breast cancer cells 
(MCF-7 breast cancer cell line) from proliferating (dividing 
and spreading). They also showed that black cohosh extract 
enhanced the effectiveness of the anti-cancer breast cancer 
drug Tamoxifen, in regards to its ability to suppress the 
proliferation of breast cancer cells. These researchers 
concluded that black cohosh extract treatment may be a 
safe, natural remedy for menopausal symptoms in patients 
who have had breast cancer. Tamoxifen is a drug given to 
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patients who previously had estrogen receptor positive 
breast cancer, to help prevent a recurrence or spread of 
their condition. Experimental data suggest that black 
cohosh should be considered as a component of the 
treatment protocol when Tamoxifen is administered to 
patients who have had breast cancer in the past and 
may further help to prevent the recurrence of breast 
cancer in patients who previously had breast cancer 
cells displaying estrogen-receptor-positive phenotype. 
(11) In the study by Foster, the authors concluded that 
extracts of black cohosh can be taken safely by patients 
who are susceptible to breast cancer (and possibly 
should be used as a means of chemoprevention [cancer 
prevention]). (12) 

The study by D Dixon-Shanies and N Shaikh (1999), 
published in Oncology Report, also demonstrated that 
black cohosh extract blocks the growth of human breast 
cancer cells (T-47D human breast cancer cell line), and 
these researchers surmise that in vitro studies suggest 
that certain herbs, such as black cohosh extract and soy 
(particularly the genistein isoflavone) may have potential 
in the prevention of breast cancer. (13) 

As one in nine women in the U.S. develops this disease, 
some experts suggest that it may be prudent for North 
American women to use a well-designed black cohosh- 
and soy isoflavone-containing supplement as a 
preventive measure throughout adult life (unless 
contraindications are present), as a means to discourage 
the development and/or spread of breast cancer. 
Theoretically, the anti-proliferative effects of these 
natural herbal agents acting on breast cells, would give 
the immune system a better chance to destroy any 
cancer cell before it has an opportunity to thrive; at least 
this is the current thinking. 

A recent study funded by Susan G. Komen Foundation 
showed that a specific strain of mice, who are bred to be 
more susceptible to the development of spontaneous 
breast cancer (transgenic mouse model of breast 
cancer), were no more likely to develop breast cancer 
during one full year of supplementation with black 
cohosh, at a dosage comparable to that used in women. 
This study showed that even mice that are at high risk 
for breast cancer development, due to genetic reasons, 
are no more likely to develop breast cancer during black 
cohosh supplementation than are the non-black cohosh 
supplemented mice. This study did show, however, that 
there was an increase in lung metastasis in mice that 
developed breast cancer in the black cohosh group 
(27%), compared to the non-supplemented mice (11%). 
Whether or not this is an incidental or significant finding 
needs to be confirmed by further studies. (14) Studies in 
humans and experimental studies, using human breast 
cancer cells (not breast cells from mice), suggest that in 
humans black cohosh does not increase breast cancer 
risk and may, in fact, reduce risk of this disease, and 
may provide additional protection against the recurrence 

of breast cancer (while managing the hot flashes induced by 
the drug Tamoxifen) in patients with a previous history of 
breast cancer. (11,12,13) In fact, Freudenstein and Bodinet, 
mentioned above, concluded that extracts of black cohosh 
can be taken safely by patients who are susceptible to 
breast cancer. (12) Additionally, a recent study by JE 
Burdette and fellow researchers demonstrated that many 
natural ingredients present within black cohosh extract were 
shown to inhibit free radical damage (mutations) to the DNA 
of human breast cancer cells (S30 breast cancer cell line), 
upon exposure to a potent free radical source (menadione). 
The results showed that many substances contained within 
black cohosh (methyl caffeate, caffeic acid, ferulic acid, 
cimiracemate A, fukinolic acid) exhibited powerful 
antioxidant effects, significantly reducing free radical 
damage and mutations within the DNA of human breast 
cells. The researchers state that this data suggest that black 
cohosh can protect against cellular DNA damage caused by 
reactive oxygen species (free radicals) by acting as 
antioxidants. (15) The standardized grade that 
demonstrates clinical efficacy involves the use of black 
cohosh extract providing 2.5% triterpene content. A usual 
daily dosage for menopausal women and younger women 
experiencing PMS and/or dysmenorrhea (painful 
menstruation) is 40 or 80 mg, twice per day. (7) Active 
ingredients in black cohosh extract also exhibit anti-
spasmodic effects upon smooth muscle, which may account 
for its ability to relieve menstrual cramps. The triterpene 
glycosides found in this herb are also the only known 
precursor (building block) from which the body can increase 
synthesis of progesterone, a factor that likely contributes to 
the success of this herb in the management of PMS where 
corpus luteum failure, resulting in low secretions of 
progesterone, has been shown to be a contributing factor. 
(16)  

In regards to black cohosh and risk of breast cancer, the 
cumulative human evidence of more than 100 years, as well 
as the experimental investigative studies on this herb, 
strongly suggest that it does not promote the development 
of breast cancer. According to studies using human breast 
cells and human breast cancer cells, black cohosh extract 
may, in fact, reduce risk of breast cancer development, and 
may be a consideration to help reduce hot flashes in women 
on Tamoxifen, who have had a previous history of breast 
cancer. (11,12,13) 

Studies examining the toxicity of black cohosh, which have 
used high dosages of this herb in rats for long periods of 
time, suggest that black cohosh is very non-toxic and can 
be used safely for long-term use. Black cohosh should not 
be taken during pregnancy. (17)  

 



RenaiSanté Institute of Integrative Medicine  www.renaisante.com  

References  
 

1. Messina M. Legumes and soybeans: an 
overview of their nutritional profiles and health 
effects. Am J Clin Nutr 1999;70(suppl):439-450 

2. Messina M. To recommend or not to 
recommend soy foods. J Am Diet Assoc. 
1994;94(11):1253-1254 

3. Mills S and Bone K. Principles and Practice of 
Phytotherapy. Churchill Livingstone, Publisher 
(2000):54-6;67-8 

4. Reichert RG. Phyto-Estrogens. Quarterly 
Review of Natural Medicine, Mar31 1994:27-33 

5. Mahady GB, Fabricant D, Chadwick LR, Dietz B. 
Black cohosh: an alternative therapy for 
menopause? Nutrition in clinical care: an official 
publication of Tufts University 2002 Nov-
Dec;5(6):283-9 

6. Alternatives to Estrogen. Spectrum: The 
Wholistic News Magazine, Sept/Oct98;(62):19 

7. Murray M and Pizzorno J. Encyclopedia of 
Natural Medicine (revised 2nd edition). Prima 
Health 1998:639-41 

8. Colditz GA. Relationship between estrogen 
levels, use of hormone replacement therapy and 
breast cancer. J Natl Cancer Inst 
1998;90(11):814-823 

9. Kaunitz Andrew M, M.D. Use of combination 
hormone replacement therapy in light of recent 
data from the Women’s Health Initiative. 
Medscape Women’s Health eJournal, Jul12 
2002. 

10. Boon and Smith. Health Care Professional training 
program in complementary medicine:39-43 

11. Bodinet C, Freudenstein J. Influence of Cimicifuga 
racemosa on the proliferation of estrogen recepto-
positive human breast cancer cells. Brest Cancer 
Res Treat 2002 Nov;76(1):1-10 

12. McKenna, Dennis J.; Jones, Kenneth; Humphrey, 
Sheila; Hughes, Kerry. Black cohosh: Efficacy, 
Safety, and Use in Clinical and PreClinical 
Applications. Alternative Therapies in Health & 
Medicine; May 5, 2001; V.7, N.3: pp 93-100 

13. Dixon-Shanies, D., Shaikh, N. Growth inhibition of 
human breast cancer cells by herbs and 
phytoestrogens. Oncol Rep, 1999 Nov-Dec; vol. 6 
(6), pp. 1383-7 

14. Burdette JE, Chen SN, Lu ZZ, Xu H, White BE, 
Fabricant DS, Liu J, Fong HH, Farnsworth NR, 
Constantinou AI, Van Breemen RB, Pezzuto JM, 
Bolton JL. Black cohosh (Cimicifuga racemosa L.) 
protects against menadione-induced DNA damage 
through scavenging of reactive oxygen species: 
bioassay-directed isolation and characterization of 
active principles. J Agric Food Chem 2002 
Nov20;50(24):7022-8 

15. Proc Amer Assoc Cancer Res. 44:Abst. No.2721, 
R910, 2003 

16. Limon L. Use of alternative medicine in women’s 
health. Am Pharmaceutical Assoc Annual Meeting. 
A Ph A, 2000. Pharmacists Conference Summaries 
2000. Medscape, Inc. 

17. Sanderoff, BT. Herbal Medicine: Use with Caution 
and Respect. Generations, Winter 
2000/2001;24(4):p69

 
 

 
 Please Note: Above Reference links were accessible when the article was published. However, 

respective third-party sites may change the structure and content of their websites at any time, we are 
unable to guarantee that our links will always be up to date. We apologize for the inconvenience.


