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FACTS  FOR L IFE

Risk-Lowering Drugs for Women at  
Higher Risk of Breast Cancer

Risk-lowering drugs are used to reduce the chance  
that women at higher risk will develop breast cancer. 
You may also hear the term “chemoprevention” used 
to describe the use of these drugs. Tamoxifen and 
raloxifene are the only drugs FDA-approved to lower 
this risk. 

Who may benefit? 

Over the past 30 years, researchers have found many 
risk factors that increase breast cancer risk and a few 
factors that lower risk. Most risk factors for breast 
cancer increase risk only slightly. Each of these factors 
can greatly increase the risk of breast cancer:

•  A mutation in BRCA1 or BRCA2 genes (gene in 
your body’s DNA that can be passed to you from 
either parent),  

•  Family history of breast cancer in a parent or sibling 
at age 40 or younger,

• Personal history of breast cancer,  

•  Radiation treatment to the chest in childhood or 
young adulthood

Women at higher risk may think about taking a 
risk-lowering drug. Talk to your doctor to see if this is 
a good option for you. If you are unsure about your 
risk, ask your doctor. 

Tamoxifen and raloxifene 

Tamoxifen and raloxifene reduce the risk of estrogen 
receptor-positive breast cancer (ER+). Neither lowers 
the risk of estrogen receptor-negative cancers (ER-). 
Tamoxifen lowers breast cancer risk better than  
raloxifene. Raloxifene has fewer harmful side effects 
(see table on the back). This may make it a better 
choice for some women. Talk to your doctor about  
the risks and benefits of each.

Both tamoxifen and raloxifene can lower the risk of:

• Invasive breast cancer and

• Non-invasive breast cancers, such as DCIS.
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Summary Table

Tamoxifen Raloxifene 

Who can take the drug? Premenopausal and  
postmenopausal women

Postmenopausal women only

What are common short-term  
side effects? 

• Hot flashes

• Vaginal discharge

• Hot flashes

• Leg cramps 

What are possible health risks? •  Cancer of the uterus or  
endometrium (lining of the uterus)

• Stroke

• Blood clots in the large veins 

• Blood clots in the lungs 

• Cataracts

• Blood clots in the large veins 

• Blood clots in the lungs

• Stroke

What about use in breast cancer 
treatment?

Effective in the treatment of  
hormone receptor-positive  
breast cancer

Has not been shown to be effective 
for the treatment of breast cancer

Antidepressants  

Some antidepressants disturb the way tamoxifen 
works in the body. Be sure to talk with your doctor  
if you take them.  You may need to change to a  
different one.

Other drugs under study 

Aromatase inhibitors are part of standard treatment 
for ER+ breast cancer in postmenopausal women. 
Studies are being done to learn if they also lower the 
risk in postmenopausal women at higher risk. 

 

Cost 

Tamoxifen comes in generic form. These are less 
costly than the name brand. Medicare and many 
insurance providers offer prescription drug plans. 
One may be included in your policy. Or, you may be 
able to buy an extra plan for prescriptions. You may 
qualify for programs that help with drug costs or 
offer them for free.

If you need help paying for medications, contact  
our breast care helpline for information at  
1-877 GO KOMEN (1-877-465-6636) Monday 
through Friday, 9 AM to 10 PM ET.

 

Related fact sheets in this series:

• Breast Cancer Risk Factors

• Genetics and Breast Cancer

• Prophylactic Mastectomy 
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