
Night Shift Nursing and Breast Cancer Risk

This work is not original. This is a systematic review of published research conducted by professionals. Guidance was provided by Melissa Kukulski, professor of ACNU307: Evidence-Based Practice Research.
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Purpose: analyze the relationship between 
registered nurses (RNs) who work night shift, 
the lifestyle and biological modifications of 

night shift work, and increased risk of 
developing breast cancer

Level IV cross-sectional study conducted 
through an online questionnaire

Sample: 966 RNs in Spain
502 healthy participants 

56 confirmed breast cancer cases

Variables: sociodemographic data, disease and 
cancer, lifestyle habits, family burdens, sleep 

patterns, exposure to tobacco, and labor 
information 

Most significant risk factors for breast 
cancer in RNs:

Total years worked
>16 years

Total number of nights worked
>500 night shifts over 16 years

Years working >3 nights per month
Average of >3 nights per month for 10 

years 

1+0/?1(,%)(7&@%4-:&(8&@$"8%?
'()*&+,-&.)/+0%&1+,2/)&
3"0*&",&G+,"0$&!4)0/05&
H=I+2%&(8&@$"8%&@:0%/=0&;:&
J+,0/,&/%&+7A&BCDECF&

Purpose: evaluate different types of shift work 
performed by RNs and their relationship to 

development of breast cancer

Level IV interview based case control study

Sample: 1,302 female RNs in Denmark
267 confirmed breast cancer cases

Detailed information on lifetime shiftwork and 
potential confounding variables 

Shifts: permanent day, rotating day-evening, 
day-night, day-evening-night, other rotating or 

permanent night

Most significant increase in breast 
cancer diagnosis:

Working after midnight 

Length of shift (hours)

Total number of overnight shifts 
throughout career

Long term day-night work 
>733 day-night shifts

Positive association also found among 
RNs who worked short periods of night 

shift

3(%+%",#&!"#$%?@$"8%&'()*&
+,-&%$/&3"0*&(8&.)/+0%&

1+,2/)&",&%$/&!4)0/0K&J/+7%$&
@%4-"/0&;:&'/#)>:, /%&+7A&

BCDELF&

Purpose: examine the association between 
rotating night shift work and breast cancer risk 

in RNs

Level IV cohort study combining detailed 
prospective data with 24 years biannual follow-

up participation

Sample: 193,075 female RNs aged 25-67
9,541 documented cases of breast cancer

Variables: lifestyle, occupational and 
environmental exposures, medication use, 

medical conditions, shift work details

Significantly higher risk of breast cancer 
for RNs who worked rotating night shifts 

for ≥ 20 years.

Strongest association among RNs who 
worked ≥20 years rotating night shifts 

beginning in their 20’s and 30’s.

RNs who engaged in shift work also 
weighed more and were more likely to 

be smokers. 

Question

In female nurses, how does working 
night shift compared to not working 

night shift influence the risk of 
developing breast cancer?

Background

Nurses make up the largest percentage of  
America’s healthcare profession with 90.6% 

being female (National Council of State 
Boards of Nursing, 2020). 

Over 3 million healthcare workers in America 
work night shifts (U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2019). 

In 2007, the International Agency of Research 
on Cancer (IARC) declared shift work a 

carcinogen to humans, specifically increasing 
the risk for breast cancer. Limited evidence 

from human research is available (IARC 
Working Group, 2020).  

Breast cancer is the most common type of 
cancer diagnosed in women worldwide with 1 

in 8 women being diagnosed with breast 
cancer in their lifetime (American Cancer 

Society, 2019). 

Research is needed to further evaluate night 
shift work and breast cancer risk in female 

nurses.

Determining the most hazardous variables 
associated with night shift work can guide 

healthcare organizations to reduce 
occupational hazards associated and protect 

their valuable workforce. 

Conclusion

Night shift work should be considered a risk 
factor for breast cancer development among 

RNs.

All studies concluded the most significant 
factor is the total number of nights worked. 

Future studies are needed to determine what 
aspects of night shift work are the most 

hazardous.

Healthcare managers need to implement 
measures to reduce the occupational hazards 

for the large number of nurses who work 
night shifts. 

Nursing Implications

Further research is needed to understand the 
mechanisms behind the carcinogenicity of 

night shift work. Importance should be placed 
on duration of rotating shifts, number of 

nights worked per year, cumulative night shift 
work and age at time of shift work.

RN’s health and safety should be prioritized 
now:

• Quality Improvement Initiatives by 
healthcare organizations.

• Breast cancer screening services integrated 
into the routine care of female RNs 

working night shifts for early detection. 

• Naturalistic lighting in hospitals to 
minimize effects of exposure to light at 

night and disruptions in circadian rhythms 
related to breast cancer risk.

• Education for RNs on strategies for sleep 
hygiene and shift work adaptations. 
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https://www.emedicinehealth.com/breast_cancer/article_em.htm


