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Nonalcoholic fatty liver disease increases risk of liver, colorectal, and breast cancers 

 

NAFLD is not only linked to hepatocellular carcinoma, but also to cancers outside the liver, report 

investigators in the Journal of Hepatology 

 

Amsterdam, November 14, 2017 – Nonalcoholic fatty liver disease (NAFLD) is one of the more 

common chronic liver diseases worldwide. It is associated with metabolic syndrome (i.e. insulin 

resistance and diabetes) and predisposes to cardiovascular disease. In a new study published in the 

Journal of Hepatology, researchers identified links not only between NAFLD and hepatocellular 

carcinoma (HCC), which have been well established, but also to cancers outside the liver, including 

colorectal and breast cancer. 

 

“NAFLD is a very important multisystem disease to which much attention should be paid,” explained 

lead author Gi-Ae Kim, of the Health Screening and Promotion Center, Asan Medical Center, 

University of Ulsan, College of Medicine, Seoul, Republic of Korea. “Despite its strong relationship with 

HCC development, little attention has been paid to the association of NAFLD with the development of 

other extrahepatic cancers. Our study presents statistical evidence that NAFLD is associated with 

extrahepatic cancers. We hope this study will raise awareness of the increased cancer potential that 

NAFLD might have.” 

 

This retrospective study evaluated the records of almost 26,000 Korean individuals who underwent 

health checkups from September 2004 through December 2005, who had no cancer diagnosis within 

one year of the checkup, and were followed for an average of 7.5 years.  

 

Data revealed that 8,721 (33.6%) of individuals in the study were diagnosed with NAFLD, and cancer 

incidence in that group was 32% higher than in the non-NAFLD group. Once the data were adjusted 

for demographic and metabolic factors, significant risks for specific cancers became evident. 

Specifically, patients with NAFLD were 16.73 times more likely to develop HCC, twice as likely to 

develop colorectal cancer (men), and almost twice as likely to develop breast cancer (women). 

 

High scores on two measurements of liver fibrosis, the NAFLD fibrosis score (NFS) and the FIB-4 

score, were also associated with a higher risk for all cancers, and especially HCC. A high NFS score 

indicated an 87% increase in risk and high FIB-4 score a 74% increase in risk. These scores serve as 

a predictor of cancers and of HCC in particular. 
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Caption: NAFLD is associated with the development of HCC, colorectal cancer in males, and breast cancer in 

females. 

 

Principal investigator Han Chu Lee, MD, of the Department of Gastroenterology, Asan Liver Center, 

Asan Medical Center, University of Ulsan College of Medicine, Seoul, Republic of Korea, noted, “Our 

results suggest that patients with NAFLD require multidisciplinary evaluation with particular attention to 

the development of cancers. Further studies are needed to specify which high-risk groups among 

patients with NAFLD carry a greater risk of developing specific cancers, including HCC, colorectal 

cancer, and breast cancer and that we should pay more attention to the cancer potential of NAFLD in 

clinical practice.” 

 

In an accompanying editorial, Peter Jepsen, PhD, of the Department of Hepatology and 

Gastroenterology and Department of Clinical Epidemiology, Aarhus University Hospital, Aarhus, 

Denmark, and co-authors add perspective. “NAFLD is likely to become the most prevalent liver 

disease in many countries, yet clinicians are struggling to determine exactly why they should care 

about NAFLD. Is it merely a bystander—a manifestation of the metabolic syndrome resulting in 

cardiovascular disease—or is it a liver disease in its own right?” 

 

Dr. Jepsen concludes that despite a number of open issues, the Korean cohort study by Kim et al 

provides relevant and valid information on the association between NAFLD and cancer risk, and 

definite evidence on its strong association with HCC. 

 

--- 

 

Notes for Editors 

The article is “Association between nonalcoholic fatty liver disease and cancer incidence rate,” by Gi-

Ae Kim, Han Chu Lee, Jaewon Choe, Min-Ju Kim, Min Jung Lee, Hye-Sook Chang, In Young Bae, 

Hong-Kyu Kim, Jihyun An, Ju Hyun Shim, Kang Mo Kim, and Young-Suk Lim 

(http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhep.2017.09.012). The editorial is “NAFLD and cancer: more cause for 

concern?” by Peter Jepsen, Federica Turati, and Carlo La Vecchia 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhep.2017.10.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jhep.2017.09.012


(https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhep.2017.10.008). Both will appear in the Journal of Hepatology, volume 68, 

issue 1 (January 2018) published by Elsevier. 

 

Full text of these articles is available to credentialed journalists upon request; contact Sybrand Boer 

Iwema at +31 20 485 2781 or hmsmedia@elsevier.com. Journalists wishing to interview the study 

authors should contact Han Chu Lee at hch@amc.seoul.kr or Gi-Ae Kim at antiankle@hanmail.net. To 

reach Peter Jepsen for comment, contact him at pj@clin.au.dk.  

 

About the Journal of Hepatology 

The Journal of Hepatology is the official journal of the European Association for the Study of the Liver 

(EASL). It publishes original papers, reviews, case reports, and letters to the Editor concerned with 

clinical and basic research in the field of hepatology. www.journal-of-hepatology.eu 

 

About EASL 

In the fifty plus years since EASL was founded, it has grown from a small organization that played host 

to 70 participants at its first meeting, to becoming the leading liver association in Europe. EASL 

attracts the foremost hepatology experts as members and has an impressive track record in promoting 

research in liver disease, supporting wider education, and promoting changes in European liver policy. 

www.easl.eu 

 

About Elsevier 

Elsevier is a global information analytics business that helps institutions and professionals progress 

science, advance healthcare and improve performance for the benefit of humanity. Elsevier provides 

digital solutions and tools in the areas of strategic research management, R&D performance, clinical 

decision support, and professional education; including ScienceDirect, Scopus, SciVal, ClinicalKey 

and Sherpath. Elsevier publishes over 2,500 digitized journals, including The Lancet and Cell, more 

than 35,000 e-book titles and many iconic reference works, including Gray’s Anatomy. Elsevier is part 

of RELX Group, a global provider of information and analytics for professionals and business 

customers across industries. www.elsevier.com 
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