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Media release 
Peter Mac research reveals new insight into breast 
development  
 
Researchers at Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre have advanced biological understanding of the early 
cellular development of breast tissue. 
 
The world-first research, published overnight in the journal Stem Cell Reports, shows that there is a 
rare sub-set of cells within the mammary stem cell compartment that are estrogen receptor (ER) 
positive – meaning they can directly receive estrogen signalling which is the hormone required for 
growth and expansion of the breast.  
 
Mammary biologists had previously thought that mammary stem cells were estrogen receptor-
negative – meaning they do not directly rely on estrogen to grow.  
 
Studies had previously suggested that these stem cells responded to estrogen via their more mature 
neighbouring cells which develop during puberty.  
 
Study author, Peter Mac’s Dr Kara Britt, says the research provides a new and deeper insight into 
why abnormal estrogen exposure might lead to breast cancer in some women.  
  
“It is known that abnormal exposure to estrogen at a very young age can lead to an increased risk of 
developing breast cancer later in life. 
 
“However, it has never been well understood why some people would develop breast cancer in their 
sixties from something that happened at such a young age.  
 
“The presence of these estrogen-receptor positive stem cells in the mammary gland could be the key 
to understanding how estrogens can affect a person’s breast cancer risk from the very start of life.  
 
“Having now discovered that there are estrogen-receptor positive mammary stem-cells, it’s possible 
we may not have been looking early enough in previous work to understand their impact on the 
development of a normal, or otherwise, mammary gland.  
 
PhD student and lead author, Dr Genevieve Dall says the next stage of their research involves 
exploring the role of this rare sub-set of cells in earlier stages of mammary gland development and 
susceptibility to breast cancer – in particular ER-positive breast cancer which accounts for around 80 
percent of breast cancers in Australia.  
 
“Should we find a link between these cells and breast cancer initiation, hormone treatments could 
be developed to alter the number of these estrogen receptor-positive stem cells to safer levels – 
potentially lowering a person’s risk of developing breast cancer.”   
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This Peter Mac-led research was jointly funded by the National Health and Medical Research Council 
and the National Breast Cancer Foundation. 
 
Experts from across the globe including: the National Institute of Environmental Health Services in 
the US, the MRC Centre for Inflammation Research in Edinburgh, the Institute of Cancer Sciences at 
the University of Glasgow as well as researchers at The Florey Institute and Monash University in 
Melbourne were all involved in providing supporting evidence for this research.  
 
 
<Ends> 
 
Contacts: 
For more information or to arrange an interview with Dr Kara Britt or Dr Genevieve Dall please 
contact the Peter Mac Communications team on 0417 123 048. Or contact Julie Bissinella on 0478 
199 791. 
 
About breast cancer 
In 2016, breast cancer was the third most common type of cancer in Australia. During 
this year there were an estimated 16,084 new cases of breast cancer diagnosed in 
Australia (150 males and 16,084 females).  The estimated number of deaths in Australia 
from breast cancer in 2016 was 3,073 (27 males and 3,046 females).  (cancer.gov.au) 
 
Background on: 
 
Dr Kara Britt: A team leader within Peter Mac’s Cancer Genetics and Genomics Program, 
Dr Britt is studying why mothers have a reduced risk of developing breast cancer 
compared with women who do not bear children. This has been observed as far back as 
the 18th century where nuns exhibited higher rates of breast cancer. Dr Britt aims to find 
a way to replicate the protective effect of motherhood to benefit all women. 
https://www.petermac.org/research/labs/kara-britt. 
 
Dr Genevieve Dall: Dr Dall completed her Bachelor of Biomedical Science at Monash 
University in 2009. She was accepted into the honours program at the Department of 
Anatomy and Developmental Biology at Monash University under the supervision of Dr 
Kara Britt and Professor Gail Risbridger in 2010 to perform breast cancer studies. Dr Dall 
was awarded first class honours for her project and in 2011 received the prestigious 
Australian Post-Graduate Award to undertake her PhD studies. Dr Dall completed her 
PhD focussed on trying to determine why young mothers are at a decreased risk of 
developing breast cancer in early 2016 and is currently working as a Postdoctoral 
Scientist with Dr Kara Britt. 
 
About Peter Mac 
Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre is one of the world’s leading cancer research, education and 
treatment centres globally and is Australia’s only public hospital solely dedicated to caring for people 
affected by cancer. We have over 2,500 staff, including more than 580 laboratory and clinical 
researchers, all focused on providing better treatments, better care and potential cures for cancer. 
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