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Could taking fish oil

supplements help lower
cancer risk?

G

Research suggests that the omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids in fish oil may help prevent

certain types of cancer. Tatyana Lavrova/Stocksy

« Past studies show that omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids play an
essential role in a person’s overall health.

« These essential fatty acids are not made by the body and must be
obtained through food sources.



« Researchers from the University of Georgia have found that omega-3
and omega-6 fatty acids may offer protection against several types of
cancer, including colon, stomach, and lung cancers.

Past studies show that omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids play an important role in a
person’s overall health.

Mainly found in oily fish or plant-based sources, both of these essential fatty
acids play an important role in keeping the brain functioning properly, as well as
helping with the body’s growth and development.

The body cannot produce either of these fatty acids, which means they have to be
obtained through food sources or taking fish oil supplementsTrusted Source for
omega-3 or omega-6.

Previous research has linked omega-3 to a lower risk of conditions such

as dementia and heart disease, as well as improved eye health. Other studies
show that omega-6 may help reduce a person’s risk for type 2 diabetesTrusted
Source and lower inflammationTrusted Source in the body.

Now, researchers from the University of Georgia say that omega-3 and omega-6
fatty acids may also offer protection against several types of cancer.

The study was recently published in the International Journal of CancerTrusted
Source.

Why focus on omega-3 and omega-6
fatty acids?

For this study, researchers analyzed medical data from more than 250,000 people
listed in the UK Biobank who were followed for more than 10 years, focusing on the
presence of omega-3 and omega-6 in their blood and the incidence of 19 specific
types of cancer.

“There has been strong interest in the health benefits of omega-3 and omega-6
fatty acids,” Kaixiong ‘Calvin’ Ye, PhD, associate professor in the Department of
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Genetics in the Franklin College of Arts and Sciences at the University of Georgia
and corresponding author of this study told Medical News Today.

“‘However, finding conclusive evidence has been hard mainly because, one, it is
very difficult to accurately measure their dietary intake — self-reported dietary
intake or fish oil supplementation is not accurate or biased. (And) two, a large study
sample is needed, and this sample needs to be followed for many years to have
sufficient numbers of disease incidences,” he said.

“Fortunately, we have access to a longitudinal cohort of over 500,000 participants,
the UK Biobank study. These participants have been followed for about 13 years. In
about 250,000 participants, there are measurements of the blood levels of omega-3
and omega-6 fatty acids. These measurements are objective biomarkersTrusted
Source, reflecting one’s dietary intake of omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids,” Ye
continued.

“One of our previous studies used this cohort. It was found that individuals with
higher levels of omega-3 and omega-6 are less likely to die because of cancer.
Compared to individuals with the lowest levels, those with the highest levels of
omega-3 (or omega-6) are 20% less likely to die of cancer. In the current study, we
asked if omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids are related to new incidence of cancer,”
he added.

High omega-3, omega-6 levels linked
to lower overall cancer risk

About 30,000 study participants developed cancer during the study period.

Of the 19 types of cancer Ye and his team focused on, they found that higher blood
levels of both omega-3 and omega-6 were correlated to a lower incidence of cancer
overall.

Study participants with high levels of omega-3 in their blood had lower rates of
developing digestive system cancers — including colon and stomach cancers — as

well as lung cancer.
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Those with higher levels of omega-6 had a decreased risk of developing 14 of 19
cancers, including brain, thyroid, kidney, bladder, lung, pancreatic, and colon
cancers.

“Our study painted a big picture about the protective associations of both omega-3
and omega-6 fatty acids with cancer incidence, including overall cancer and 14 out
of 19 specific cancer types. In general, these findings support the increased intake
of unsaturated fats — that is, omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids — to reduce cancer
risk.”

— Kaixiong ‘Calvin’ Ye, PhD

“Future studies need to address the differences between omega-3 and omega-6
across the cancer types. Of note, prostate cancer is the only cancer type that is
against the overall trend and shows positive associations with omega-3. We are not
the [first] study to report this risk-increasing association, but the underlying
explanation is unknown,” Ye said.

“‘Moreover, we found that the protective associations of omega-3 with overall
cancer are stronger in the younger age group and in the women. On the other
hand, the protective associations of omega-6 with overall cancer are stronger in the
older age group, in the men, and in current smokers. Future research should
address these different effects in population subgroups,” Ye added.

Can these findings be applied to a
broader demographic?

After reviewing this study, Nilesh Vora, MD, a board certified hematologist, medical
oncologist, and medical director of the MemorialCare Todd Cancer Institute at Long
Beach Medical Center in Long Beach, CA, told MNT that he found its findings
thought-provoking.

“l think it's very interesting to think about the question that we’re always asked,
which is how does diet and what we intake influence the risk of cancer? And so this
is one of the first studies where there may very well be an association,” Vora said.
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“The cancer incidence is going up in our society and the question is how do we
lower that?,” he continues. “And this becomes one of the important ways to really
make that determination is to look at dietary changes, look at protective variables to
us, and be able to advise patients out there, to educate patients out there, on the
importance of living as healthy a lifestyle as possible.”

For next steps in this research, Vora said he would like to see clarification on how
omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids might help lower cancer risk, as well as whether
or not this research can broadly be applied to other societies.

“If you look at the demographic that (they were) working with, it's more of a
narrower demographic. So | think we definitely need to say, can we also repeat this
study in other populations and draw from this to be able to say it’s not just people in
the United Kingdom who benefit from this, like European ancestry, white ethnicity,
it's also in a broader segment of the population,” he explained.



