
JANUARY   Is Fire Fighter Cancer Awareness Month

Female Fire Fighters and Cancer 
Fire fighters face a greater risk of being diagnosed with occupational cancer than 
the general public, and this includes female fire fighters. Scientific studies on 
cancer and fire fighters have centered around male fire fighters due to the small 
percentage of female fire fighters in the workforce. However, female fire fighters 
are being diagnosed with different cancers than their male colleagues, and more 
research is needed to fully evaluate these differences. 
 
Studies that have evaluated cancer risk among female fire fighters suggest that, 
like their male coworkers, they may be at an elevated risk for overall cancer 
incidence.1 These studies also suggest that female fire fighters may be at an 
elevated risk for breast,1 cervical, thyroid,2 and bladder cancers.1 Genetic and 
environmental factors are believed to play a role in breast cancer risk, but 
inheritance accounts for only 10% of breast cancers.3 
 
Reproductive cancers are also of interest because elevated incidence and 
mortality may be associated with exposures to endocrine-disrupting chemicals in 
the fire fighter population. Endocrine-disrupting chemicals could result in elevated 
incidence and mortality for reproductive cancers among female fire fighters as 
well. With the potential that these chemicals could affect female fire fighters, 
further research needs to be done to gain a better understanding of these health concerns. 
 
Female fire fighters have an increased risk of developing certain cancers, and some are being diagnosed at higher rates compared 
to female non-fire fighters: 
 
• Cervical Cancer: 4 times higher risk1                 • Bladder Cancer 4 

• Breast Cancer: Half of all cases1, 7                      • Ovarian Cancer 5, 6, 7 

• Thyroid Cancer: 3 times higher risk 2, 4, 7             • Melanoma: 1.68 times higher risk 4 

• Brain Cancer: 2.54 times higher risk 4 

 
Some of these numbers are alarming; however, these studies have very small sample sizes due to the low number of female fire 
fighters in the workforce. More studies need to be done, and some are currently underway.  

Sources: 

1. Daniels, R. D., Kubale, T. L., Yiin, J. H., Dahm, M. M., Hales, T. R., Baris, D., . . . Pinkerton, L. E. (2014). Mortality and cancer incidence in a pooled cohort of US 
firefighters from San Francisco, Chicago and Philadelphia (1950-2009). Occupational and Environmental Medicine, 71(6), 388-97. 
doi:10.1136/oemed-2013-101662 

2. Ma, F., Fleming, L. E., Lee, D. J., Trapido, E., & Gerace, T. A. (2006). Cancer incidence in Florida professional firefighters, 1981 to 1999. Journal of Occupational 
and Environmental Medicine, 48(9), 883-88. 

3. American Cancer Society. Breast Cancer Facts & Figures 2019-2020. Atlanta, Ga: American Cancer Society; 2019. 

4. Lee DJ, Koru-Sengul T, Hernandez MN, Caban-Martinez AJ, McClure LA, Mackinnon JA, Kobetz EN. Cancer risk among career male and female Florida firefighters: 
Evidence from the Florida Firefighter Cancer Registry (1981-2014). Am J Ind Med. 2020 Apr;63(4):285-299. doi: 10.1002/ajim.23086. Epub 2020 Jan 12. PMID: 
31930542. 

5. U.S. Fire Administration (USFA). March 2019. Emerging Health and Safety Issues Among Women in the Fire Service. 
https://www.usfa.fema.gov/downloads/pdf/publications/emerging_health_safety_issues_women_fire_service.pdf 

6. Maronpot RR. Ovarian toxicity and carcinogenicity in eight recent National Toxicology Program studies. Environ 
Health Perspect. 1987 Aug;73:125-30. doi: 10.1289/ehp.8773125. PMID: 3665857; PMCID: PMC1474570. 

7. Ma, F., Fleming, L. E., Lee, D. J., Trapido, E., Gerace, T. A., Lai, H., & Lai, S. (2005). Mortality in Florida professional 
firefighters, 1972 to 1999. American Journal of Industrial Medicine, 47(6), 509-17.

https://www.usfa.fema.gov/downloads/pdf/publications/emerging_health_safety_issues_women_fire_service.pdf

