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Background: We analyzed the relationship between cholelithiasis and cancer risk in a network of case–control studies
conducted in Italy and Switzerland in 1982–2009.
Methods: The analyses included 1997 oropharyngeal, 917 esophageal, 999 gastric, 23 small intestinal, 3726
colorectal, 684 liver, 688 pancreatic, 1240 laryngeal, 6447 breast, 1458 endometrial, 2002 ovarian, 1582 prostate,
1125 renal cell, 741 bladder cancers, and 21 284 controls. The odds ratios (ORs) were estimated by multiple logistic
regression models.
Results: The ORs for subjects with history of cholelithiasis compared with those without were significantly elevated for
small intestinal (OR = 3.96), prostate (OR = 1.36), and kidney cancers (OR = 1.57). These positive associations were
observed ≥10 years after diagnosis of cholelithiasis and were consistent across strata of age, sex, and body mass
index. No relation was found with the other selected cancers. A meta-analysis including this and three other studies on
the relation of cholelithiasis with small intestinal cancer gave a pooled relative risk of 2.35 [95% confidence interval (CI)
1.82–3.03].
Conclusion: In subjects with cholelithiasis, we showed an appreciably increased risk of small intestinal cancer and
suggested a moderate increased risk of prostate and kidney cancers. We found no material association with the other
cancers considered.
Key words: case–control study, cholelithiasis, kidney cancer, prostate cancer, small intestinal cancer

introduction
Cholelithiasis (i.e. the presence of gallstones) is a common
disease that implies changes in bile release and hence may
modulate the risk of digestive tract neoplasms. Consequently, a
possible relation between cholelithiasis and cancer risk has
been focused on cancers of the digestive tract [1–10].
Cholelithiasis is the major risk factor for gallbladder and
perhaps for bile duct cancers [3, 8, 9]. Its role on small
intestinal cancerogenesis is less clear, and the information is
based on four small studies [1, 2, 4, 5], on account of the rarity
of the disease.
Data are scanty and inconsistent with reference to other

cancer sites. The Oxford record linkage study, comparing a
cohort of patients who had undergone cholecystectomy with a
reference cohort, observed 2921 cases of cancer overall,
compared with 2966 expected, after the exclusion of cancer

cases diagnosed up to 2 years after cholecystectomy [relative
risk (RR) of 0.98, 95% confidence interval (CI) 0.95–1.02], but
found a short-term significant increase of cancer incidence at
colon, pancreas, liver, and stomach [11]. In a Danish cohort of
patients with gallstones (72% had also undergone
cholecystectomy), including 3940 cancer cases, a 7%increased
risk of cancer was found [2]. The excess risk was, however,
restricted to selected cancers of the digestive tract and kidney
[2]. In the third USA National Health and Nutrition
Examination Survey, gallstone disease was associated with an
increased risk of cancer overall (651 deaths), with a RR of 1.4
(95% CI 1.1–1.8), while the RR for cholecystectomy was 1.2
(95% CI 0.79–1.7) [12]. Most record linkage studies, however,
had limited information on covariates and were hence unable
to provide adequately adjusted RRs.
We analyzed the relation between cholelithiasis and the risk

of cancers at selected sites using data from a network of case–
control studies, conducted in Italy and Switzerland, where
allowance for a large number of covariates was possible.
Moreover, we combined all published data using a
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meta-analytic approach to provide an overall quantitative
estimate of the association between cholelithiasis and small
intestinal cancer.

methods
Between 1982 and 2009, we conducted an integrated series of case–control
studies on several neoplasms in various areas of northern (the greater
Milan area; the provinces of Pordenone, Padua, Udine, Gorizia, and Forlì;
the urban area of Genoa), central (the provinces of Rome and Latina), and
southern Italy (the urban area of Naples). We also conducted companion
studies on cancers of the oral cavity/pharynx, esophagus, colorectum,
larynx, breast, and endometrium in the Canton of Vaud, Switzerland. The
present analysis includes a total of 1997 cases of cancer of the oral cavity
and pharynx [13,14,15], 917 of the esophagus [15,16,17], 999 of the
stomach [18, 19], 23 of the small intestine [20], 3726 of the colorectum
[21,22,23], 684 of the liver [24, 25], 688 of the pancreas [26], 1240 of the
larynx [15, 27], 6447 of the breast [28, 29], 1458 of the endometrium [30],
2002 of the ovary [31, 32], 1582 of the prostate [33, 34], 1125 of the kidney
[33, 35], 741 of the bladder [33], and a total of 21 284 controls (Table 1).

All studies included incident cases, identified in the major teaching and
general hospitals of the study areas. Controls were subjects admitted to the
same network of hospitals as cases for a wide spectrum of acute non-
neoplastic conditions, unrelated to known risk factors for the
corresponding cancer site. Overall, 17% of controls were admitted for
traumatic conditions, 24% for nontraumatic orthopedic conditions, 29%
for acute surgical conditions, and 30% for miscellaneous other illnesses.

Refusal of subjects approached was <5% in Italy and ∼15% in
Switzerland. The study protocols were revised and approved by the
ethical committees of the hospitals involved according to the regulations at
the time of each study conduction, and all participants gave informed
consent.

Trained staff interviewed cases and controls during their hospital stay

using similar structured questionnaires, including information on
sociodemographic characteristics, anthropometric measures, lifestyle habits
(e.g. tobacco smoking and alcohol drinking), dietary habits, personal
medical history, family history of cancer and, for women, menstrual and
reproductive factors, and use of oral contraceptives and hormone
replacement therapy. History of cholelithiasis and selected other medical
conditions were self-reported and included age at first diagnosis.

statistical analysis
Odds ratios (ORs) of various cancers according to history of cholelithiasis
and the corresponding 95%CI were estimated by unconditional multiple
logistic regression models [36]. All models included terms for sex (when
appropriate), quinquennia of age, study center, year of interview, education
(<7, 7–11, ≥12 years), alcohol drinking (<14, 14–27, ≥28 drinks per week),
tobacco smoking (never, ex-smokers, current smokers of <15, current
smokers of 15–24, or current smokers of ≥25 cigarettes per day), and body
mass index (<20, 20–24, 25–29, ≥30 kg/m2). For breast, ovarian, and
endometrial cancers, models further included terms for parity, menopausal

status, age at menopause, and use of oral contraceptives and menopausal
hormone replacement therapy; for breast cancer, a further term for age at
first birth was also included.

results
Table 2 gives the distribution of cancer cases and controls
according to history of cholelithiasis and the corresponding
OR. The ORs for subjects with history of cholelithiasis
compared with those without were significantly elevated for

Table 1. Number of cases of selected cancer sites and controls by sex and
corresponding median age. Italy and Switzerland, 1982–2009

Cancer site Cases
(men/women)

Median
age (years)

Controlsa

(men/women)
Median
age (years)

Oral cavity and
pharynx

1640/357 58 4369/1799 57

Esophagus 783/134 60 2735/931 58
Stomach 612/387 61 1506/1122 56
Small intestine 10/13 66 100/130 60
Colorectum 2115/1611 62 3806/3218 57

Colon 1258/1033 62 3806/3218 57
Rectum 857/578 62 3806/3218 57

Liver 525/159 62 1419/537 58
Pancreas 403/285 61 1489/715 58
Larynx 1139/101 61 3380/997 59
Breast −/6447 54 −/6459 55
Endometrium −/1458 61 −/3822 57
Ovary −/2002 55 −/5478 55
Prostate 1582/− 66 2231/− 63
Kidney 737/388 61 1768/851 61
Bladder 627/114 64 780/305 60

aIn some instances, the same controls were used for different cancer sites.

Table 2. Distribution of cases of selected cancer sites and controls and
corresponding odds ratios (ORs) and 95% confidence intervals (CIs),
according to history of cholelithiasis. Italy and Switzerland, 1982–2009

Cancer site History of cholelithiasis ORa (95% CI)

No Yes

Cases Controls Cases Controls

Oral cavity and
pharynx

1910 5761 87 407 0.88 (0.66–1.16)

Esophagus 858 3421 59 245 1.15 (0.80–1.65)
Stomach 897 2415 102 213 1.29 (0.99–1.67)
Small intestine 18 210 5 20 3.96 (1.10–14.3)
Colorectum 3365 6431 361 593 1.05 (0.91–1.21)
Colon 2058 6431 233 593 1.10 (0.93–1.30)
Rectum 1307 6431 128 593 0.99 (0.81–1.22)

Liver 625 1809 59 147 1.17 (0.83–1.65)
Pancreas 624 2013 64 191 0.94 (0.69–1.29)
Larynx 1158 4063 82 314 1.11 (0.82–1.50)

Breastb 5722 5724 725 735 1.02 (0.91–1.14)
Endometriumc 1272 3380 186 442 0.92 (0.76–1.12)
Ovaryc 1795 4858 207 620 0.89 (0.75–1.06)
Prostate 1444 2097 138 134 1.36 (1.04–1.78)
Kidney 992 2418 133 201 1.57 (1.23–1.99)
Bladder 681 1010 60 75 1.22 (0.84–1.79)

aEstimates from multiple logistic regression models adjusted for sex (when
appropriate), age, study center, year of interview, study period, education,
alcohol drinking, tobacco smoking, and body mass index. Reference
category: no history of cholelithiasis.
bFurther adjusted for parity, age at first birth, menopausal status, age at
menopause, and oral contraceptives and hormone replacement therapy use.
cFurther adjusted for parity, menopausal status, age at menopause, and oral
contraceptives and hormone replacement therapy use.
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cancers of the small intestine (OR = 3.96), prostate (OR = 1.36),
and kidney (OR = 1.57). The association with stomach cancer
was of borderline statistical significance (OR = 1.29). No
relationship was found between history of cholelithiasis and
the risk of cancers of the oral cavity/pharynx (OR = 0.88),
esophagus (OR = 1.15), colorectum (OR = 1.05), liver (OR =
1.17), pancreas (OR = 0.94), larynx (OR = 1.11), breast (OR =
1.02), endometrium (OR = 0.92), ovary (OR = 0.89), and
bladder (OR = 1.22).
The relationship with selected cancer sites according to time

since diagnosis of cholelithiasis is reported in Table 3. For
small intestinal, prostate, and kidney cancers, the increased risk
persisted even ≥10 years after the diagnosis of cholelithiasis.
For stomach cancer, a positive association was observed only
when cholelithiasis was diagnosed <2 years before cancer
diagnosis.
There was no heterogeneity in the risk of prostate and

kidney cancer across strata of sex, age at diagnosis of cancer/
interview, and body mass index (Table 4).

discussion
The present findings confirm that the risk of small intestinal
cancer is appreciably elevated in subjects with a history of
cholelithiasis. The excess risk persisted after adjustment for
body mass index and ≥10 years after the diagnosis of
cholelithiasis. There was also a suggestion of a possible
moderate excess risk of cancers of prostate and kidney. No
association was found between the history of cholelithiasis and
the risk of cancer at the other considered sites.
Our results on cancer of the small intestine are in agreement

with previous evidence and provide a quantitative evidence of
a positive association with cholelithiasis. In an American
record linkage study, 3 out of 23 patients with adenocarcinoma
of the small bowel, and 3 out of 17 patients with carcinoids of
the small bowel had a history of cholecystectomy, while none
of the 52 controls reported history of cholecystectomy [1]. A
Danish cohort study of 42 098 patients discharged with a
diagnosis of gallstones found a RR of 2.6 (95% CI 1.6–3.9),
based on 23 cases of small intestinal cancer [2]. In a Swedish
cohort study of 278 460 patients with cholecystectomy, the
standardized incidence ratio in patients with proximal small
bowel adenocarcinomas was 3.14 (95% CI 1.95–4.80), based on
68 cases, and the standardized incidence ratio in patients with
distal small bowel carcinoids was 1.50 (95% CI 0.84–2.48),
based on 98 cases [5]. In a case–control study of small bowel
adenocarcinoma conducted in Denmark, Sweden, France,
Germany, and Italy, the OR for patients with gallstone
ultrasound/X-ray verified was 1.4 (95% CI 0.6–3.2) based on 8
cases [4]. Excluding the American record linkage study [1] for
which no risk estimate was available, we pooled the RR of the
other three studies [2, 4, 5] and the present one, using a meta-
analytic approach and the fixed-effects model [37] (Figure 1).
The meta-analysis was based on 72 cancer cases with
cholelithiasis. The pooled RR of the association between
cholelithiasis and small intestinal cancer risk was 2.35 (95% CI
1.82–3.03) for the four studies, 2.42 (95% CI 1.84–3.18) for the
two cohort [2, 5], and 1.91 (95% CI 0.95–3.85) for the two
case–control studies [4] and the present study. The RR was
2.62 (95% CI 1.76–3.89) for adenocarcinomas of the small
intestine only [4, 5]. Although based on small number of
subjects due to the rarity of the disease, these findings, together
with the observation that adenocarcinomas of the small
intestine occur more frequently near the ampulla of Vater in

Table 3. Distribution of cases of selected cancer sites and controls and corresponding odds ratios (ORs) and 95%confidence intervals (CIs), according to
time since diagnosis of cholelithiasis. Italy and Switzerland, 1982–2009

Cancer site Time since diagnosis of cholelithiasis

<2 years 2–9 years ≥10 years

Na ORb (95% CI) Na ORb (95%CI) Na ORb (95%CI)

Stomach 11/8 3.67 (1.43–9.43) 30/70 1.23 (0.79–1.93) 61/133 1.19 (0.86–1.65)
Small intestine – – 2/7 5.37 (0.82–35.20) 3/13 3.28 (0.67–15.98)
Prostate 9/10 1.91 (0.73–4.99) 38/44 1.14 (0.70–1.84) 91/80 1.42 (1.02–1.98)
Kidney 12/14 2.21 (1.00–4.87) 43/55 1.78 (1.17–2.70) 77/131 1.40 (1.04–1.89)

aNumber of cases/controls with a diagnosis of cholelithiasis. The sum does not add up to the total because of some missing values.
bEstimates from logistic regression model adjusted for sex (when appropriate), age, study center, year of interview, study period, education, alcohol drinking,
tobacco smoking, and body mass index. Reference category: no history of cholelithiasis.

Table 4. Distribution of cases of prostate and kidney cancers and
corresponding odds ratios (ORs) and 95%confidence intervals (CIs),
according to history of cholelithiasis, by selected covariates. Italy and
Switzerland, 1982–2009

Prostate cancer Kidney cancer

Na ORb (95%CI) Na ORb (95%CI)

Sex

Men 138 1.36 (1.04–1.78) 66 1.66 (1.19–2.32)
Women – – 67 1.43 (1.01–2.03)

Age at diagnosis of
cancer/interview
<60 years 17 1.22 (0.62–2.40) 41 1.48 (0.97–2.25)
≥60 years 121 1.42 (1.06–1.91) 92 1.62 (1.21–2.18)

Body mass index
<25 kg/m2 48 1.62 (1.02–2.59) 47 1.80 (1.20–2.72)
≥25 kg/m2 90 1.24 (0.89–1.73) 86 1.42 (1.05–1.91)

aNumber of cases with a diagnosis of cholelithiasis. The sum does not add
up to the total because of some missing values.
bEstimates from multiple logistic regression models adjusted for sex, age,
study center, year of interview, study period, education, alcohol drinking,
tobacco smoking, and body mass index. Reference category: no history of
cholelithiasis.
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the duodenum [38], support the hypothesis that bile is a
carcinogen for the small intestine especially in proximity with
the site where bile is excreted. Biliary constituents were
reported to be genotoxic and to cause local cellular damage
and consequent increased mitotic activity of damaged
tissue [38].
A possible association between cholelithiasis and prostate

cancer was first suggested by an ecological study [39].
Subsequently, a record linkage study of subjects with
cholecystectomy [11] and a prospective study of subjects
hospitalized for gallstones [2] found no significant
relationships, although the risk estimates were above unity. An
increased risk (hazard ratio = 1.72, 95%CI 1.12–2.66) was
found in the Ohsaki cohort [40], especially for advanced
prostate cancer. Prostate cancer has been associated with
hypercholesterolemia [34, 41] and inversely related with the
use of statins [42,43,44]. Hypercholesterolemia is the strongest
known risk factor for cholelithiasis and cholesterol the main
component of the commonest type of gallstones. There is,
therefore, a plausible biological explanation for the association
between gallstones and prostate cancer risk, although it needs
to be confirmed.
Subjects who had undergone cholecystectomy had a RR of

kidney cancer of 1.13 (95% CI 0.86--1.45) in the Oxford record
linkage study [11], and those hospitalized for gallstones had a
RR of 1.2 (95% CI 1.0–1.5) in a prospective study from
Denmark [2]. As overweight, obesity, and related conditions
(such as hypertension, insulin resistance, diabetes,
hyperlipidemia, and high estrogen levels) have been related to
kidney cancer [45, 46], it is difficult to assess whether
cholelithiasis is an independent risk factor. However, in our
study, the excess risk for kidney cancer persisted after
adjustment for body mass index.
A meta-analysis on cholecystectomy and colorectal cancer

suggested a moderate increased risk in 33 case–control
studies (RR = 1.34, 95% CI 1.14–1.57), stronger in the

proximal colon (RR = 1.88), but not in six prospective
studies (RR = 0.97) [47]. Another meta-analysis of 35 studies
found an overall modest positive association (RR = 1.11, 95%
CI 1.02–1.21), slightly stronger among women and for right-
sided cancer [48]. A positive association of cholecystectomy
with cancer of the proximal colon, which diminishes in the
distant colon and the rectum, has been reported in some [5,
49], but not in all studies [11, 23]. A similar gradient of
association was found for gallstone disease [2], while
another study of colorectal cancer found a positive
association with biliary tract, but not with gallbladder
inflammation [50].
The relationship of cholecystectomy with pancreatic cancer

has been considered in at least 24 studies, 15 of which showed
a positive association [6, 51], which appeared stronger among
subjects with a diagnosis of pancreatic cancer close in time to
that of cholelithiasis, suggesting a possible reverse causation,
i.e. a cancer-related diagnosis of cholelithiasis [6, 51].
In the third USA National Health and Nutrition

Examination Survey, total and cancer mortality were positively
associated with both ultrasound-diagnosed gallstones and
cholecystectomy [12]. However, subjects with ultrasound-
documented gallstones compared with those with
cholecystectomy had a slightly higher elevated risk of cancer
mortality.
The present data support a lack of association of

cholelithiasis with other considered cancer sites. Among
previous studies, one showed a positive [2] and one showed no
association [10] of gallstone disease with cancer of the oral
cavity and esophagus, and a few studies found no relation of
cholecystectomy with squamous cell carcinoma [10, 11, 52, 53]
and adenocarcinoma of the esophagus and gastric cardia [52,
53]. No relation was found for cancer of the stomach [2, 11,
54], larynx [2, 10], breast [2, 3, 11, 55, 56], ovary [2, 11], and
bladder [2, 11]. Data are inconsistent for cancers of the liver
[2, 11, 57] and endometrium [2, 11, 58].

Figure 1. Meta-analysis of studies of the relation between history of cholelithiasis and small intestinal cancer risk. The center projection of the black square
indicates the relative risk (RR) in each study, with its square size proportional to the inverse of the log RR variance, and the horizontal lines represent 95%
confidence intervals (CIs). A diamond is used to plot the summary RR (from fixed-effects model) whose center represents the RR and its extremes the 95%CI.
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In this study, cholelithiasis was self-reported. Abdominal
ultrasonography for the diagnosis of cholelithiasis has became
more frequent, leading to a more accurate diagnosis of the
disease also for less severe cases. However, an analysis stratified
for period of diagnosis of cholelithiasis found no difference in
the association of cholelithiasis and the risk of cancer of the
prostate, and the association was apparently stronger for more
recent diagnosis (OR 2.00, 95%CI 1.17–3.41 for subjects
diagnosed in 1985 or later compared with those diagnosed
before 1985). However, we cannot exclude that the apparent
association with prostate and kidney cancers may be
attributable to multiple testing since we combined different
cancer sites. With reference to strength of the present study,
the hospital setting should reduce differences in recalling
diseases between cases and controls who were matched for year
at cancer diagnosis or interview. Recall bias is unlikely, as both
cases and controls were unaware of the possible relation
between cholelithiasis and cancer. Reliability of data on
medical conditions was satisfactory in our study and the kappa
coefficient for reproducibility of information on cholelithiasis
was 0.91 [59]. Possible sources of selection bias should also be
limited since participation was high, and cases and controls
were selected in the same catchment areas. A major strength of
our study, besides its large dataset, was the possibility to allow
for several confounding factors.
In conclusion, our data strongly support a positive

association of cholelithiasis with the risk of small intestinal
cancer and provide quantitative estimates of the overall
association. A moderate positive association with prostate and
kidney cancer is also suggested, while a role of cholelithiasis on
the risk of the other considered cancer sites can be excluded.
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