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6. Evaluation and Rationale
6.1

Cancer in humans

There is inadequate evidence in humans for the carcinogenicity of inhaled talc not
containing asbestos or asbestiform fibres.
There is limited evidence in humans for the carcinogenicity of perineal use of talcbased body powder.
6.2

Cancer in experimental animals

There is limited evidence in experimental animals for the carcinogenicity of talc not
containing asbestos or asbestiform fibres.
6.3

Overall evaluation

Perineal use of talc-based body powder is possibly carcinogenic to humans (Group
2B).
Inhaled talc not containing asbestos or asbestiform fibres is not classifiable as to its
carcinogenicity (Group 3).
6.4

Rationale

In making this evaluation the Working Group considered the human and animal
evidence as well as evidence regarding the potential mechanisms through which talc
might cause cancer in humans.
The Working Group found little or inconsistent evidence of an increased risk for
cancer in the studies of workers occupationally exposed to talc. The studies of talc miners
and millers were considered to provide the best source of evidence, but no consistent
pattern was seen. One study observed an excess risk for lung cancer among miners, but
confounding from exposure to other carcinogens made it difficult to attribute this to talc
and no excess risk was seen in millers. Other studies also found no increased cancer risk
or no higher risk with increasing cumulative exposure. Overall, these results led the
Working Group to conclude that there was inadequate evidence from epidemiological
studies to assess whether inhaled talc not containing asbestos or asbestiform fibres causes
cancer in humans.
For perineal use of talc-based body powder, many case–control studies of ovarian
cancer found a modest, but unusually consistent, excess in risk, although the impact of
bias and potential confounding could not be ruled out. In addition, the evidence regarding
exposure–response was inconsistent and the one cohort study did not provide support for
an association between talc use and ovarian cancer. Concern was also expressed that
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exposure was defined in a variety of ways and that some substances called talc may have
contained quartz and other potentially carcinogenic materials. A small number of
Working Group members considered the evidence to be inadequate. Despite these
reservations, the Working Group concluded that the epidemiological studies taken
together provide limited evidence of an association between perineal use of talc-based
body powder and an increased risk for ovarian cancer.
In one study of rats that inhaled talc, an excess incidence of malignant lung tumours
was seen in females. The same study observed an excess incidence of
pheochromocytomas in the adrenal medulla in both sexes, but the Working Group was
divided as to whether these rare tumours could be attributed to exposure to talc. Other
studies in rats and mice using different routes of administration did not find an excess of
cancer, and two studies in rats were considered to be inadequate for evaluation. Based on
the one positive study, the Working Group found that there was limited evidence of
carcinogenicity of inhaled talc in experimental animals. There was no agreement within
the Working Group as to whether the evidence on pheochromocytomas should be taken
into account in the evaluation of animal data.

