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Sugar and cancer
We know that consuming too much sugar can lead to weight gain and obesity. Drinking
sugary drinks, such as soft drinks, can lead to gaining abdominal fat and can increase
your risk of type 2 diabetes, heart disease and cancer.
A recent analysis of Health 2020 data by Associate
Professor Allison Hodge and colleagues at Cancer
Council Victoria found that, in addition to the link
between obesity and cancer, there’s a link between
frequent consumption of sugary soft drinks and cancer
that is not related to body weight. In other words,
whatever your weight, drinking sugary drinks may still
increase your risk of cancer.
The paper, titled “Consumption of sugar-sweetened and
artificially sweetened soft drinks and risk of obesityrelated cancers”, appeared in the June 2018 issue of the
journal Public Health Nutrition, and received considerable
public and media attention, including television news,
newspaper coverage, and social media.
This work highlights a few points:
 First, it provides yet another reason to cut back on
unhealthy sugary drinks, and give preference to water.
 Second, it adds to the evidence calling for policy
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action to help address the growing burden of weightand diet-related health problems in Australia.
 And finally, it is a good example of the value of
long-term cohort studies. Decades after the study’s
commencement, the data you provided is still
providing new insights into the causes of disease.
POSTSCRIPT
Cancer Council Victoria would like to see a systematic
approach that includes a health levy on sugary drinks,
to reduce consumption and help recover some of the
significant costs associated with obesity and the
increasing burden it puts on our public health care
system. Cancer Council would also like to see Australian
governments support public education campaigns
highlighting the health impacts of sugary drinks,
and move to restrict the marketing and availability
of sugary drinks in public places, especially schools,
government institutions, children’s sports and events
and other places frequented by children.
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Epigenetic aging and cancer risk
The paper “DNA methylation-based biological aging and cancer risk and survival: Pooled
analysis of seven prospective studies”, led by Cancer Council Victoria researchers Pierre Dugué
and Roger Milne was published in the International Journal of Cancer.
Scientists sometimes refer to the concept of ‘biological
age’ - a measure of how well a person’s body is able to
function - compared with what would be expected for
their ‘chronological age’ (years since birth) the difference
being described as due to age acceleration. One way of
estimating biological age is by measuring changes to a
person’s DNA; in particular to the level of methylation,
a process whereby methyl groups (CH3 - single carbon
atoms bonded to 3 hydrogen atoms) are attached to
DNA and essentially lock it up, preventing its normal
function. DNA methylation thus causes changes to
organisms not by altering the DNA sequence but by
modifying gene expression. For this reason, it is termed
an epigenetic rather than genetic mechanism.
We know that DNA methylation patterns change
dramatically as we age and can differ extensively

between people of the same chronological age.
Biological age can, thus, be estimated by measuring
the level of epigenetic aging - how much DNA
methylation has changed in certain regions of the
genome most affected by the aging process. Our
research has previously shown DNA methylation based
estimates of biological aging / age acceleration to be
associated with increased mortality, and with several
lifestyle factors associated with cancer risk such as
smoking, alcohol consumption and obesity.
In this new study, which included 3,216 cancers and
1,726 deaths in Health 2020 participants, we showed
that epigenetic aging measured in DNA extracted
from blood taken years earlier was associated not only
with an increased risk of cancer but also with reduced
cancer survival.
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Trends in women’s drinking in Australia
A paper titled “Women’s role in the rise in drinking in Australia 1950-1980: an age-periodcohort analysis of data from the Melbourne Collaborative Cohort Study”, co-written
by researchers from La Trobe University and Cancer Council Victoria, was recently published
in the journal Addiction.
Using alcohol consumption data collected from Health
2020 participants, the researchers found that between
1950 and 1980, Australian men consumed more alcohol
per capita than women. Alcohol consumption increased
for both sexes in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, and fell
after 1980 but the rise in consumption between 1950
and 1980 was proportionally larger for women. In the
1980s, the fall in consumption was roughly equal for
both sexes.
These findings provide rare quantitative evidence
to support the proposition, based mostly on social
and political history that Australian women’s alcohol

consumption grew quickly in the few decades following
World War II.
The findings also add weight to historical discussions
that implicate several contributory factors to women’s
alcohol consumption after World War II. After the war,
the role of women in Australia had changed to include
an increased presence in traditionally male-dominated
industries and pastimes. Along with that, alcohol
became more easily available, and the period was also
marked by a backlash against ‘temperance culture’, the
anti-alcohol social movement that was popular earlier
in the 20th century.

Health 2020 cohort profile published
The International Journal of Epidemiology has published
a ‘cohort profile’ of Health 2020. Written by Cancer
Council Victoria researchers, it presents the study to
the international research community as a rich, mature
resource that is available for collaborative research into
cancer and other diseases.

Although data collected in the Health 2020 study are
already being used by many studies across the globe,
Cancer Council Victoria expects this paper to raise
awareness of Health 2020 to many other researchers,
generating more opportunities for future collaborations.
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How is your data being used?

It’s really important to us that you let us
know if your contact details change, so we
can stay in touch.

The information you have generously provided has been
invaluable for research into many conditions including cancer,
arthritis, cardiovascular disease and eye disease.

Please tear off this strip and send it to us
when you know your new details.

Below is a selection of scientific papers that have recently been
published using data from Health 2020 participants. Some of
this research has involved researchers from across Australia and
around the world.
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Privacy Statement
Cancer Council Victoria collects your personal information from
you to keep you informed about HEALTH 2020. You may ask us
at any time to stop sending you newsletters by calling 1800 780
003 or by sending an email to HEALTH2020@cancervic.org.
au. Our Privacy Policy, available at www.cancervic.org.au or on
request by calling 13 11 20, explains further how we handle your
personal information, including how you can request access
to and correction of your personal information, how to make a
privacy complaint and how we handle such a complaint.

