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Review Article

Critical Reviews in Food Science and Nutrition

Carrot intake is consistently negatively associated with cancer incidence: A 
systematic review and meta-analysis of prospective observational studies

Charles C. Ojobora , Gerard M. O’Briena , Mario Siervob,* , Chibueze Ogbonnayac  and  
Kirsten Brandta 
aHuman Nutrition & Exercise Research Centre, Population Health Sciences Institute, Faculty of Medical Sciences, Newcastle University, Newcastle 
upon Tyne, UK; bSchool of Life Sciences, Queen’s Medical Centre, The University of Nottingham Medical School, Nottingham, UK; cPopulation, 
Policy and Practice Research and Teaching Department, Institute of Child Health, Faculty of Population Health Sciences, University College 
London, London, UK

ABSTRACT
Carrots are main dietary sources of several potential anti-cancer compounds, including polyacetylenes, 
while β-carotene has shown no benefits in controlled cancer trials. Accordingly, associations between 
carrot intake and cancer incidence were quantified, where necessary using α-carotene as a 
non-causal biomarker of carrot consumption, by searching for studies published before June 2022 
reporting risk estimates for relationships of cancer incidence with carrot intake or α-carotene intake 
or α-carotene plasma concentration, supplemented with hand searches of included studies and 
reviews. Meta-analyses comparing highest and lowest reported intakes in prospective studies using 
a random-effects model estimated summary relative risks (RRs) with 95% confidence intervals (CIs), 
separately for carrot intake or α-carotene plasma concentration, and the corresponding 
dose-responses. Of 198 observational studies, in 50 prospective studies with 52000 cases recording 
carrot intake, the cancer-risk was substantially reduced (RR 0.90, 95% CI 0.87–0.94, p ˂ 0·00004). In 
30 prospective studies with 9331 cases reporting plasma α-carotene levels, summary RR was 0.80 
(0.72–0.89, p ˂ 0·00006). For both exposure types, inter-study heterogeneity was moderate, 
interaction with cancer types insignificant, and the dose-response significant (p ˂ 0·01). In conclusion, 
carrot consumption is robustly associated with decreased cancer-risk; carrot consumption should be 
encouraged, and the causal mechanisms further investigated.

Introduction

Increased intake of fruit and vegetables is recognized to reduce 
the risk of cancer (WCRF/AICR 2018). However, for total fruit 
and vegetables this association is rather weak (Aune et  al. 
2017). A seminal study (Peto et  al. 1981) concluded that 
dietary β-carotene either could materially reduce cancer rates 
(which should be tested in controlled trials) or was associated 
with ‘some truly protective factor’ in vegetables. Since then, 
randomized controlled trials of β-carotene, as well as other 
vegetable constituents that are not unique to carrots, such as 
polyphenols and fiber, have shown only limited benefits, if any 
(Yao et  al. 2017; Moorthy et  al. 2020; Zhang et  al. 2023), while 
little research has focused on the other option (a 
cancer-preventive phytochemical strongly associated with 
dietary β-carotene). We therefore hypothesize that carrots are 
unique among most vegetables and fruits due to their content 
of one or more specific non-nutrient bioactive secondary 
metabolites, where carrot is the major dietary source. This 
applies to specific polyacetylenes and isocoumarins, each of 
which have been implicated as potential anti-cancer 

constituents based on in vitro studies or animal trials (Snene 
et  al. 2017; Kobaek-Larsen et  al. 2019; Alfurayhi, Huang, and 
Brandt 2023). Carrots provide approximately 85% (range 
82–94%) of dietary α-carotene across different food cultures, 
providing even stronger correlations with carrot intake than 
β-carotene (O’Neill et  al. 2001; Hendrickson et  al. 2013; Lee 
et al. 2013). We are not aware of any controlled studies demon-
strating sufficient differences in effect between α-carotene and 
β-carotene to justify considering α-carotene a likely candidate 
as cancer-preventive compound. However, its intake or plasma 
concentration are frequently reported, providing a surrogate 
measure/biomarker of carrot intake in papers where this is not 
reported directly, thus increasing the power of our analysis. 
Previous meta-analyses of carrot intake and cancer incidence 
(Xu et  al. 2014; Fallahzadeh et  al. 2015; Chen et  al. 2018; Xu 
et  al. 2019) each included only one cancer type (prostate, gas-
tric, breast and lung cancer, respectively) and only retrospective 
studies. A previous meta-analysis of 55 studies on associations 
between dietary carotenoids and cancer (Musa-Veloso et  al. 
2009) concluded that the effects found in studies with 
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retrospective designs were strongly affected by bias, in contrast 
to prospective studies, where this analysis did not observe sig-
nificance. While several other meta-analyses have found signif-
icant associations of dietary alpha-carotene and reduced cancer 
incidence, their interpretations focused on carotenes as either 
having a potentially causal role (Musa-Veloso et  al. 2009) or as 
markers of general vegetable intake (Aune et  al. 2018), there-
fore not specifically addressing the role of carrots. The primary 
objective of our meta-analysis was to quantify the association 
between carrot intake and cancer incidence across all cancer 
types, focusing on high-quality (prospective) data. The second-
ary objective was to estimate dose dependency, to facilitate the 
development of quantitative recommendations, and also to 
allow comparison of separate datasets to assess the robustness 
of the outcomes. Specifically, the analysis aimed to ‘provide 
evidence for a dose–response relationship and for consistency 
of the… association across studies’, as required by the European 
Food Safety Authority (EFSA) (EFSA Panel on Dietetic 
Products 2021) as one (of several) prerequisites for a health 
claim for carrot consumption to reduce the risk of cancer.

Methods

Data sources, search strategy and study selection

PubMed, Cochrane Library, Web of Science, Scopus, EBSCO 
and JSTOR were searched from database inception to June 
9, 2022, for published studies of any design, observational or 
intervention, which related human consumption of carrots 
(reported directly as carrot intake, or indirectly as intake or 
plasma concentration of α-carotene) with an incidence of 
any type of cancer, where risk estimates (e.g., odds ratios or 
equivalent data) were available. We hand-searched the refer-
ence lists of the identified articles and published reviews, 
and reported the results according to the Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 
guidelines (Moher et  al. 2009). See the Supplementary 
Information for the search terms used and the PRISMA 
checklist (Table S19). We included studies of any geograph-
ical location or language. A study that was reported in 
Lithuanian (Zickute et  al. 2005) was translated by a native 
speaker of this language. We considered each type of cancer 
a separate study if separate data were available, even when 
recorded from the same study population. When data on the 
same cases were reported in more than one article, we 
selected the newest publication with the largest number of 
cases. Each title and abstract were reviewed independently 
by two of three investigators (KB, CO and GO), and dis-
agreements resolved jointly. URL for the published protocol: 
https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero/display_record.
php?RecordID=124009 (Ojobor et  al. 2019)

Data extraction and analysis

The extracted data included: publication year; study design; 
country; numbers of cancer cases and controls; age range; 
sex; dietary assessment method; levels of exposure; exposure 
type; study duration or follow-up; risk estimates and 

confidence intervals; statistical method and adjustment vari-
ables. We contacted the corresponding authors for missing 
data or unpublished relevant details. Two authors (CO and 
GO) extracted data independently and discrepancies were 
resolved in consultation with a third author (KB). The 
extracted dataset is available in a repository (Ojobor 
et  al. 2023).

Quality assessment of the included studies

The 80 studies with prospective design were assessed for 
study quality using the Newcastle-Ottawa scale (Wells et  al. 
2015). Two authors (CO and GO) scored the studies inde-
pendently and discrepancies were resolved in consultation 
with a third author (KB).

Primary meta-analysis

The primary endpoint was the association between carrot 
intake and cancer incidence in humans. Where risk esti-
mates were shown separately with different adjustments, we 
chose the value with the highest number of adjustment vari-
ables. We derived the summary RRs and 95% CIs for the 
highest vs. lowest levels of carrot intake using a random-effects 
model to account for anticipated heterogeneity among the 
studies (DerSimonian and Laird 1986). The natural loga-
rithms of the RRs were weighted by the method of 
DerSimonian and Laird, and then pooled across studies 
(DerSimonian and Laird 1986). For studies reporting results 
only as more than one risk ratio (e.g., for raw and cooked 
carrots separately), we pooled them into a single risk ratio 
using a fixed-effects meta-analysis before subsequent pooling 
with other studies, to ensure that between-study heterogene-
ity was not underestimated (Vieira et  al. 2016). Authors of 
studies reporting α-carotene intake from diet were asked for 
the underlying carrot intake data; these were provided for 
one study (Parent et  al. 2018) only.

We assessed the heterogeneity among studies with the 
Q-test and I2 statistic (Higgins and Thompson 2002) and 
used subgroup analyses to explore the variation of the effects 
across specific variables: study design (prospective or retro-
spective), exposure type, gender, cancer types, geographical 
regions, exposure assessment method and adjustments for 
confounding factors. Due to consistently significant effects of 
study design (prospective v. retrospective) and exposure type 
(intake (of either carrots or α-carotene) v. plasma α-carotene 
concentration), the subsequent analyses were done separately 
for the subgroups defined by these factors, and analyses of 
data from retrospective studies were only shown in the 
Supplementary Information. However, the exposure types 
‘carrot intake’ and ‘α-carotene intake’ were pooled, once the 
initial analysis confirmed our expectation that these could 
be treated as equivalent.

We did a ‘one-study removed’ sensitivity analysis to test 
for single study effects on the overall risk estimate for the 
prospective studies, separately for carrot/α-carotene intake 
and for plasma α-carotene exposure types. Potential publica-
tion bias was assessed using visual inspection of the funnel 
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plots and tests for small-study effects (Egger et  al. 1997). We 
used STATA, version 17 and R-Studio Statistical software for 
the statistical analyses, and significance was considered at 
p < 0.05 or I2 > 50%.

Dose-response analysis

For prospective studies that reported at least three categories 
of intake and the number of cases and person-years or 
non-cases per category, we estimated the dose-response rela-
tionships using the method described by Greenland 
(Greenland and Longnecker 1992; Orsini et  al. 2012). We 
assigned the mean or median intake by category to the cor-
responding RRs, and assigned the midpoint of the upper 
and lower boundaries in each category as the average value 
of intakes for studies that only reported a range of intakes 
by category. When an intake range was open-ended, we 
assumed the width of the interval to be the same as in the 
preceding category. The potential nonlinear dose–response 
relationship between the intakes and cancer risks was exam-
ined by modeling exposure intakes using restricted cubic 
splines with three knots at the 25th, 50th, and 75th percen-
tiles of the distribution (Harrell, Lee, and Pollock 1988). For 
studies that reported intake categories in servings or times 
or mg α-carotene, we converted the values into standard 
servings using 80 g carrot as a serving size (He, Nowson, 
and MacGregor 2006) and 5.5 mg α-carotene/100g carrot 
(Holden et  al. 1999).

Role of the funding source

The funders of the study had no role in study design, data 
collection, data analysis, data interpretation, or writing of 
the report.

Results

The 198 eligible studies (Figure 1) included 138917 cancer 
cases and 4707643 participants, with details shown in the 
Supplementary Information Tables S1–S6.

Study design and carrot exposure measurement method 
substantially affected the RR for the highest compared with 
the lowest intakes of carrots (Table 1).

Prospective studies reporting intake of carrots or 
α-carotene

The overall effect was moderate (RR = 0·90, 95% CI 0.87–
94) but significant (t(49) = −4.53, p < 0·00004). It was very 
consistent (Figure 2), with no significant interactions across 
the different subgroups (Table 2), including the exposure 
type, cancer type, geographical region (for gender and var-
ious confounding factors, see Supplementary Information 
Table S8). Due to the complete absence of interaction with 
exposure type (p = 0·99), we have shown only the combined 
dataset. Analyses of carrot intake and α-carotene intake 
separately are shown in Supplementary Information Figures 

S5 and S7. A sensitivity analysis (Supplementary Information 
Figure S2) showed that no individual study had a domi-
nant effect on the outcome and also there was no effect 
(p = 0.25) of study quality (Supplementary Information 
Figure S12).

We found some evidence of publication bias (Figure 
3). Omitting 4 outlying studies reduced the heterogene-
ity (to I2 = 26%) and the overall association (to RR 0·92, 
95% CI 0·88–0·95) (see Supplementary Information 
Figure S1), without substantially affecting its significance 
(p < 0·00002). A sensitivity analysis after removal of the 
4 studies (see Supplementary Information Figure S3) 
confirmed that no individual study had a dominant 
effect on the outcome.

Table 1. S ummary of the individual dietary intakes and cancer risk.

Exposure 
type

Prospective 
studies

Retrospective 
studies

RR (95% CI)
No. 

studies
No. 

cases RR (95% CI)
No. 

studies
No. 

cases

Carrot 
intake

0·90 (0·84–0·97) 15 25738 0·62 (0·57–0·68) 60 42775

α-carotene 
intake

0·90 (0·86–0·96) 35 26262 0·73 (0·66–0·80) 45 29443

Plasma α- 
carotene

0·80 (0·72–0·89) 30 9331 0·61 (0·45–0·83) 13 5368

Carrot or α- 
carotene 
intake

0·90 (0·87–0·94) 50 52000 0·67 (0·63–0·72) 105 72218

All exposure 
types

0·88 (0·85–0·92) 80 61331 0·67 (0·62–0·71) 118 77586

Meta-analysis and subgroup analysis of the highest compared with the lowest 
consumption of carrots in studies with prospective or retrospective designs 
reporting different measures of carrot exposure.

Studies identified by database search (n=34 581) 

Studies identified by manual search (n=65)

Studies excluded after title and abstract 

screening (n=34 010)

Studies identified for further screening for 

inclusion (n=636)

438 studies excluded for the reasons:

48 animal/in vitro studies 

34 no association measures 

321 no exposure or outcome of interest 

10 meta-analyses 

25 no unique data  

198 eligible studies included in quantitative 

synthesis (Meta-analysis)

50 on carrot/α-carotene (FFQ) intakes (Prospective studies) 

30 on plasma α-carotene levels (Prospective studies) 

105 on carrot/α-carotene (FFQ) intakes (Retrospective studies) 

13 on plasma α-carotene levels (Retrospective studies) 
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Figure 1.  Flowchart of study selection.
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Figure 2. A nalysis of highest compared to lowest carrot/α-carotene intake and cancer risk in 50 prospective studies. The squares represent the RR for each study 
and the horizontal lines are the 95% confidence interval around this estimate. The area of each square is proportional to its weighting in the meta-analysis. The 
diamond is the pooled estimate, with 95% CI. Circles indicate studies at risk of contribution to publication bias, see Figure 3.
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Prospective studies reporting plasma α-carotene

This dataset showed a stronger effect (RR = 0·80, 95% CIs 
0·72–0·89, z= −4.03, p < 0·00006), and also here the subgroup 
analysis results (Table 3) showed no significant interactions 
across the different subgroups, including the cancer types 
and geographical populations; see Supplementary Information 
Table S10 for subgroup results based on gender and various 

other factors. The sensitivity analysis (Supplementary 
Information Figure S4) also here showed no indication of 
single study dominance, and we found no significant evi-
dence of publication bias as indicated by the symmetrical 
funnel plot (Figure 5) nor of study quality (p = 0.45) 
(Supplementary Information Figure S13).

Comparing the two independent prospective datasets mea-
suring carrot exposure either as intake or by the biomarker 
plasma α-carotene, the RR estimates of 0·90 and 0·80 are sig-
nificantly different (p = 0·04), so we did not combine them.

Dose-response analyses

Studies on carrot/α-carotene intake showed a significant lin-
ear dose–response relationship (p < 0·0001) with 4 ± 2% lower 
risk for a carrot intake of one serving per week, and a 
20 ± 10% lower cancer risk for 5 servings per week (400 g, 
60 g per day) (Figure 6A). We also found a linear 
dose-response relationship between plasma α-carotene and 
cancer risk (p = 0·0058), with a 50 μg/L increase in plasma 
levels of α-carotene corresponding to a 9 ± 7% lower risk of 
cancer incidence in the overall population (Figure 6B). A 
spline model fitted to the data also provided a significant 
non-linear association between carrot intake and risk of can-
cer. However, due to extensive overlap of the confidence 
intervals for the predictions, we only report the results from 
the linear models here, being a simpler model and easier to 
interpret. Plots from the spline model are shown in the 
Supplementary Information, Figures S10 and S11.

Discussion

Our analyses of prospective studies, where carrot consump-
tion was assessed using Food Frequency Questionnaires 
(FFQs) and reported either as carrot intake or as α-carotene 
intake, showed highly significant identical RRs of 0·90, with 
95% CIs of 0.84–0.97 and 0.86–0.96, respectively. The effect 
was highly consistent, without interaction with any of the 
tested subgroups, notably cancer type and geographical 
region. Testing a separate dataset where carrot consumption 
was assessed by the plasma α-carotene concentration, we 
found a similarly consistent and even stronger effect with 

Table 2. S ubgroup analyses of association between carrot/α-carotene intake and risk of cancers in 50 prospective studies.

Subgroups No. studies RR (95% CI) Pfor interaction

Heterogeneity statistics

I2 (%) Q P
Overall 50 0·90 (0·87–0·94)
Cancer type 0·22
Breast 11 0·95 (0·90–1·00) 22·80 12·95 0·23
Colorectal 4 0·95 (0·81–1·12) 27·44 4·13 0·25
Lung 10 0·81 (0·70–0·94) 59·80 22·39 0·01
Prostate 6 0·93 (0·83–1·03) 22·52 6·45 0·26
Other cancer types 20 0·87 (0·79–0·96) 34·45 28·99 0·07
Geographical region 0·61
Europe 12 0·86 (0·79–0·94) 0·00 10·89 0·45
USA 30 0·91 (0·86–0·96) 47·67 55·42 ˂0·01
Asia 5 0·90 (0·78–1·05) 20·26 5·02 0·29
Other regions 3 0·98 (0·82–1·18) 0·00 0·20 0·90
Exposure type 0·99
Direct – Carrot intake 15 0·90 (0·84–0·97) 50·95 28·54 0·01
Indirect – α-carotene intake 35 0·90 (0·86–0·96) 22·18 43·69 0·12
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Figure 3. E gger’s funnel plot for publication bias in the meta-analysis of 50 
prospective studies on carrot/α-carotene intake, p = 0·047 with egger’s test. 
Testing only the 46 studies shown as diamonds gives p = 0·294. The studies 
shown as squares rather than diamonds are marked with a circle in Figure 2.

Table 3. S ubgroup results for plasma α-carotene levels and cancer risks in 30 
prospective studies.

Subgroups
No. 

studies RR (95% CI)
Pfor 

interaction

Heterogeneity statistics

I2 (%) Q P
Overall 30 0·80 (0·72–0·89)
Cancer type 0·84
Breast 11 0·81 (0·69–0·96) 6·79 10·73 0·38
Colorectal 2 0·52 (0·17–1·59) 64·92 2·85 0·09
Lung 7 0·75 (0·53–1·05) 44·02 10·72 0·10
Prostate 4 0·90 (0·68–1·18) 37·25 4·78 0·19
Other cancer 

types
8 0·79 (0·66–0·95) 15·82 8·32 0·31

Geographical 
region

0·41

Europe 5 0·91 (0·74–1·11) 5·48 3·99 0·41
USA 18 0·78 (0·69–0·89) 17·85 21·20 0·22
Asia 7 0·75 (0·54–1·04) 52·68 12·35 0·05
Other regions 0
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RR = 0·80, 95% CIs 0·72–0·89. Both exposure types showed 
significant linear dose-response.

Assessment of quality and bias in the included studies

More than 90% of the prospective studies were rated ‘High’ 
(7 or more) on the Newcastle-Ottawa scale, whether carrot 
intake was assessed by FFQ or as plasma concentrations 
(Supplementary Information Figures S12 and S13) and these 
scores did not affect the RR. The high scores reflected quite 
extensive adjustments for potential confounders such as 

education, social group or other measures, that are known to 
be correlated with a generally healthy lifestyle. These adjust-
ments reduce the risk that the observed correlation could be 
caused by confounding with another element of healthy life-
style, although few of the studies adjusted for overall vegeta-
ble intake, which would have been the ultimate test in this 
regard. We noticed that several studies interpreted their out-
comes as supporting a causal role of carotenes in cancer pre-
vention; however, since this did not directly affect our 
analysis, we did not attempt to investigate this potential bias 
(Tatsioni, Bonitsis, and Ioannidis 2007) further.

Figure 4. A nalysis of highest compared to lowest plasma α-carotene levels and cancer risk in 30 prospective studies. The squares represent the RR for each study 
and the horizontal lines are the 95% confidence interval around this estimate. The area of each square is proportional to its weighting in the meta-analysis. The 
diamond is the pooled estimate, with 95% CI.
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Assessment of appropriateness of the meta-analysis 
methods

The meta-analysis comprised 50 prospective studies that had 
collected prospective diet information including carrot intake 
using FFQs. If all these studies had reported the cancer inci-
dence data according to categories of carrot intake, either in 
their publications or when we contacted them about this, 
then the meta-analysis would have been simple and as 

accurate as possible with these data. However, for 35 of the 
50 studies the results were only available as α-carotene 
intake. We are aware that our choice to use α-carotene 
intake data as an equivalent estimate of carrot intake was 
the ‘second best’ option; however, we find it unlikely that 
the approx. 15% of α-carotene intake from other foods than 
carrots would cause the ranking of carrot intake in that pop-
ulation to substantially deviate from the ranking of 
α-carotene intake.

However, based on this experience, we encourage all 
researchers who are in possession of such datasets (contain-
ing individual dietary items linked with subsequent health 
outcomes) to either make the full dataset available for 
research in an appropriately anonymized format, or to pub-
lish analyses of the associations of every individual food or 
drink for which data are available (whether the effects are 
significant or not). This will facilitate future more extensive 
and accurate hypothesis-directed meta-analyses, for carrots 
as well as many other foods with suspected positive or neg-
ative health impact, and make the research more cost-effective 
by reducing the need for collection of new data.

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first comprehen-
sive meta-analysis to establish the association between carrot 
consumption and reduced cancer incidence across all cancer 
types and several measures of exposure. It updates and 
extends previous meta-analyses of individual cancer types, 
mostly based on retrospective studies. Our study substan-
tially extends the review and meta-analysis on α-carotene 
and incidence of all cancers by Musa-Veloso et  al. (2009), 
which observed substantial evidence of bias in studies with 
a retrospective design, and recommended to focusing on 
more reliable data from prospective studies, despite not 
observing a significant effect of those in their dataset. Our 
results (Table 1) confirmed the tendency for unrealistically 
low RRs in retrospective studies for all 3 exposure types, so 
we did not use these results further. While the RR values we 
observed from prospective studies were similar to those of 
Musa-Veloso et  al. (2009), our inclusion of additional studies 
provided sufficient statistical power to estimate significant 
consistent protective effects across the prospective studies, 
leading to a different conclusion.

While the protective efficacy of vegetable intake against 
cancer has long been recognized (Williams 1898), the oper-
ationalization of this insight regarding public health has 
been held back by difficulties in identifying protective mech-
anisms/constituents (WCRF/AICR 2018). Specifically, it is 
our impression that the demonstration of the absence of 
protective effects in randomized controlled trials of vitamins 
A, C and E and β-carotene (Bjelakovic, Nikolova, and Gluud 
2013) hampered confidence in recommendations to increase 
consumption of vegetables in general and carrots in particu-
lar. Such apparent contradictions may be a contributory fac-
tor regarding how several public health initiatives in this 
area have only partially met their objectives (Wallace et  al. 
2020). Improved understanding of the roles and importance 
of relevant non-nutrient phytochemicals would allow more 
accurate estimates of benefits and more focused recommen-
dations of individual vegetable types, which may then 
improve adherence and effectiveness of interventions 
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Figure 5. E gger’s funnel plot for publication bias in the meta-analysis of 30 
prospective studies on plasma α-carotene levels (p = 0·114).

Figure 6. A , B. Dose–response analyses with estimated RRs for cancer risks by 
doses of carrot (open circles)/α-carotene (hatched circles) intake in 33 studies 
(a), and plasma α-carotene in 17 studies (B). the solid line represents the esti-
mated relative risks, and the dotted lines the 95% confidence intervals. The 
diameter of each data point is proportional to the weight of the corresponding 
data point in the analysis.
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(Wallace et  al. 2020). While our analysis used α-carotene as 
a marker of carrot intake, the observed association could be 
caused by any carrot constituent that is not lost during 
cooking. Specifically, we have serious concerns about the 
applicability of the (mostly in vitro) evidence presented 
(Saini et  al. 2020) as supporting causal roles of α-carotene 
and other carotenoids in cancer prevention. Regarding 
β-carotene, clinical trials showed harmful effects in doses 
exceeding nutritional (vitamin A) requirements (Zhang et  al. 
2023), and benefits were consistently absent in Mendelian 
Randomization studies of ovarian (Guo, Lu, and Jin 2020), 
colorectal (Tsilidis et  al. 2021), digestive system (Zhang et  al. 
2022), endometrial (Wang, Glubb, and O’Mara 2023) and 
breast (Zhao et  al. 2023) cancers; we are not aware of any 
reason to expect that α-carotene would have substantially 
different effects than β-carotene. Apart from α- and 
β-carotene, to our knowledge the only proposed anti-cancer 
phytochemicals of which carrots are major sources (more 
than 50% of dietary intake) are the polyacetylenes falcarinol, 
falcarindiol and falcarindiol-3-acetate (Christensen and 
Brandt 2006; Kobaek-Larsen et  al. 2019; Alfurayhi, Huang, 
and Brandt 2023) and the isocoumarin 6-methoxymellein 
(Snene et  al. 2017). Other apiaceous vegetables also contain 
polyacetylenes such as falcarinol and falcarindiol (Chen 
et  al. 2015), but are consumed in much smaller amounts 
than carrots.

The almost identical results in the subgroups reporting 
carrot intake either directly or indirectly as α-carotene intake 
(calculated from FFQ results) support that these studies are 
equivalent and our pooling of the data justified. However, 
carrot intake and plasma α-carotene were associated with 
significantly different RRs of 0·90 (95%CIs 0·87–0·94) or 
0·80 (0·72–0·89), respectively. While α-carotene intakes from 
FFQs are only moderately correlated with plasma concentra-
tions (Al-Delaimy et  al. 2005; Aune et  al. 2012), our results 
confirm Aune et  al.’s observation (2012) that the lower RR 
for the plasma data may be the more accurate value, indi-
cating that the α-carotene concentration in plasma is a more 
precise marker of an individual’s long-term carrot intake 
than the direct, but imprecise, measurement using FFQs. In 
the present analysis, the plasma α-carotene values were only 
used as a ‘reality check’, to provide an independent dataset 
assessing the same variable (carrot intake). However, the 
consistent null findings from Mendelian Randomization 
studies are intriguing and warrant a future analysis where 
the Mendelian Randomization approach could be used ‘in 
reverse’, to refine the correlation with carrot intake by adjust-
ing plasma concentrations in individuals for the effect of 
genetically determined differences in plasma carotene levels. 
If this enhances the association with cancer incidence, then 
it will be an independent indicator that the effect of carrot 

intake is not causally related to the presence of carotenes in 
the plasma.

The relatively uniform effect across different cancer types 
indicates a mechanism of action that is not confined to a 
particular organ, such as modulation of inflammation 
(Alfurayhi, Huang, and Brandt 2023). The inter-study het-
erogeneity in the meta-analysis was moderate in the data on 
carrot/α-carotene intakes (Figure 2) and low in the data on 
plasma α-carotene (Figure 4), respectively. This indicates 
high stability in our results, that neither any individual stud-
ies nor the between-studies heterogeneity affected the 
meta-analysis results.

The robust linear relationships between carrot exposure 
and cancer risk reduction (Figure 6, Table 4) can be used 
directly for public health recommendations. When five serv-
ings per week reduced the risk of cancer by 20 ± 10%, then 
‘a carrot a day’ really did keep the oncologist at some 
distance!

Conclusion

Carrot consumption was consistently negatively associated 
with cancer incidence across a wide range of geographical 
regions, exposure types and cancer types, which provided 
robust statistical power to quantify associations precisely. 
These findings provide enhanced support for safe and 
cost-effective public health recommendations and interven-
tions to increase carrot intake, as part of the overall con-
sumption of fruit and vegetables, in order to reduce the risk 
of cancer and other diet-related diseases. The outcomes jus-
tify additional research, such as randomized human clinical 
trials with carrots and/or their constituents (in diet-achievable 
doses), to more directly assess their potentials for primary 
or secondary prevention. The results also highlight the need 
to investigate the roles of a wider range of vegetable phyto-
chemicals, specifically polyacetylenes and isocoumarins, in 
pre-clinical studies regarding cancer-related effects.
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