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Horm onal Therapy Overview
Fem ale Pat ient

Horm onal therapy  refers to t reatm ent  for breast  cancer pat ients whose pathology report  shows 
their  tum or to have receptors for est rogen or progesterone on the cell surface of the tum or. These 
cancers are called est rogen-posit ive (ER+ )  or progesterone-posit ive (PR+ )  breast  cancer. 

Horm onal therapy for est rogen-
posit ive breast  cancer m ay include 
either m edicat ions or oophorectomy 
(surgical rem oval of the ovaries) . 
Today, horm onal m edicat ion is the m ost  
com m on type of therapy prescribed for 
horm one-posit ive breast  cancer. 

Fem ale horm ones naturally circulate in 
the body throughout  the bloodst ream . 
When a breast  tum or has est rogen/
progesterone receptors on the cell 
surface, circulat ing horm ones will 
at tach to the horm one receptor and 
prom ote cancer growth ( illust rat ion 
1) .  Horm onal m edicat ions to t reat  
ER+  breast  cancers are designed to 
also circulate in the bloodst ream  and 
at tach to the sam e horm one receptors. 
When the m edicat ion at taches to 
the horm one receptor, it  blocks the 
est rogen horm one from  at taching and 
halts the growth-st im ulat ion est rogen 
causes ( illust rat ion 2) .

Horm onal t reatm ent  has been used for 
m ore than 100 years. The first  type 
of horm onal therapy was surgically 
rem oving the ovaries in prem enopausal 
wom en with advanced breast  cancer. 
Surgeons rem oved the ovaries because 
they produce the largest  am ount  of the 
fem ale est rogen and other fem ale sex 
horm ones in prem enopausal wom en. 
Without  the ovaries, the am ount  of 
est rogen in the body is great ly reduced. 
The ability of the est rogen posit ive 
cancer tum ors to grow is decreased.
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Horm onal therapy is given only to pat ients whose pathology report  shows posit ive est rogen and/
or progesterone receptors. Horm onal therapy is not  effect ive in pat ients with negat ive est rogen 
and/ or progesterone receptors. Horm onal m edicat ions m ay be prescribed alone or given in addit ion 
to chem otherapy for horm one-posit ive breast  cancer. The recom m ended t reatm ent  t im e is 5 – 10 
years.

Horm onal m edicat ions do not  cause the sam e side effects as chem otherapy. They do not  kill 
cells that  cause the side effects of nausea, vom it ing, lowered blood count  ( increases potent ial for 
infect ion or bleeding)  or hair  loss. The m ost  com m on side effects of horm onal m edicat ions are hot  
flashes, weight  gain and reduced sexual desire.

Your physician will tell you if your cancer is est rogen/ progesterone posit ive and if you are a 
candidate for horm onal therapy. The type of m edicat ion selected will be based on your age.

Horm onal Therapy Drugs

Breast  Cancer   
Class of Drugs

Drug Act ion Drug Nam es

SERMs   
(Select ive Est rogen-  

Receptor Modulators)

Drug binds to est rogen  
receptors in breast ,  

cont rolling cancer growth

Nolvadex ®  ( tam oxifen)   
Soltam ox ®  ( tam oxifen)  
Fareston ®  ( torem ifene)

Arom atase  
I nhibitors

Reduces or prevents est rogen 
product ion in adrenal glands

Arom asin ®  (exem estane)   
Fem ara ®  ( let rozole)   

Arim idex ®  (anast razole)

Miscellaneous 
Horm onal

Used for breast  cancers that  are 
est rogen dependent

Zoladex ®  (goserelin acetate)   
Faslodex ®  ( fulvest rant )   

Lupron ®  ( leuprolide)

Addit iona l I nform at ion
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