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SUMMARY
Aim: This paper investigates the correlation between liver cancer mortality and consumption of food-groups in Serbia. 
Methods: We conducted an ecological study. The study comprised the population of the Republic of Serbia (about 7.5 million inhabitants) 

during the period 1991–2010. This ecological study included the data on food consumption per capita which were obtained by the Household 
Budget Survey and mortality data for liver cancer made available by the National Statistical Office. Linear trend model was used to assess a trend 
of age-adjusted liver cancer mortality rates (per 100,000 persons) that were calculated by the method of direct standardization using the World 
Standard Population. Pearson correlation was performed to examine the association between liver cancer mortality and per capita food consump-
tion quantified with a correlation coefficient (r value). 

Results: In Serbia, over the past two decades a significantly decreasing trend of liver cancer mortality rates has been observed (p < 0.001). 
Liver cancer mortality was significantly (p < 0.01) positively correlated with animal fat, beef, wine and spirits intake (r = 0.713, 0.631, 0.632 and 
0.745, respectively). A weakly positive correlation between milk consumption and mortality from liver cancer (r = 0.559, p < 0.05) was found only 
among women. The strongest correlation was found between spirits consumption and liver cancer mortality rates in women (r = 0.851, p < 0.01).  
A negative correlation between coffee consumption and age-adjusted liver cancer mortality rates was found (r = −0.516, p < 0.05) only for the eldest 
men (aged 65 years or older). 

Conclusions: Correlations between liver cancer and dietary habits were observed and further effort is needed in order to investigate a possible 
causative association, using epidemiological analytical studies.    
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INTRODUCTION 

Liver cancer is the third most common cause of cancer mor-
tality worldwide, with estimated 696,000 deaths accounting for 
9.2% of all cancer deaths during 2008 (1–3). Liver cancer is one 
of the deadliest malignant tumors, with survival rate lesser than 
11% even in the developed countries (4). In 2008, more than half 
of the liver cancer-related cases were registered in China (2). 
Hepatocellular carcinoma is the main histological type, account-
ing for over 80% of all liver malignancies (5). 

Liver cancer mortality is on the rise in regions with low rates 
including the European Union countries (6) and the United States 
of America (7), and is on the decline in high-risk regions including 
urban areas of China and Japan (8, 9). International differences 
in liver cancer mortality might be explained by genetic and envi-
ronmental factors, but studies of migrants show that exposure to 
environmental factors plays a dominant role (10). An increased 
incidence of hepatitis B and C infections is considered the main 

cause for rise in liver cancer mortality (11, 12). Hepatitis C and 
B viruses are the major risk factors for hepatocellular carcinoma 
(11). Globally, it is estimated that approximately three-quarters 
(78%) of liver cancers were attributable to HBV (53%) or HCV 
(25%) (11). The global prevalence of chronic HBV and HCV 
infection largely explains the prevalence of liver cancer. In most 
developed countries, drug injection and high risk sexual behaviour 
are the main risk factors for HCV and HBV infections. 

Alcohol use was one of the leading risk factors for death from 
cancer, accounting for 25% of liver cancer deaths worldwide 
(in low- and middle-income countries for 23%, in high-income 
countries for 32%) (13). However, in the United States of America 
it is estimated that 15–50% of liver cancer cases do not have 
evidence for the risk factors of either viral hepatitis or heavy 
alcohol consumption (14). 

The role of diet in the aetiology of hepatocellular carcinoma is 
unclear, except for aflatoxin contamination. Aflatoxin exposure is 
a significant factor in the high incidence of liver cancer, especially 
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0.745, respectively). Negative correlations were found between 
consumption of vegetable oil (r = −0.583), poultry (r = −0.728), 
dried meat and meat processed items (r = −0.666), fish (r = −0.678), 
eggs (r = −0.789), yogurt (r = −0.710), and beer consumption 
(r = −0.525) and liver cancer mortality rates. Except for apples, 
fruit and vegetable intake was significantly negatively correlated 
with mortality from liver cancer: citrus fruits (r = −0.690), potato 
(r = −0.718), cabbage (r = −0.703), pepper (r = −0.572), and tomato 
(r = −0.448). Almost all of these correlations were confirmed both 
in men and women. Negative correlations for beer and tomato 
consumption were confirmed only in men. The correlations were 
stronger in women than in men. A weakly positive correlation 
between milk consumption and mortality from liver cancer 
(r = 0.559, p < 0.05) was found only among women. The strong-
est correlation was found between spirits consumption and liver 
cancer mortality rates in women (r = 0.851, p < 0.01). Almost all of 
these correlations were confirmed in both truncated ages, where 
correlation was not found only for tomato consumption. A nega-
tive correlation between coffee consumption and age-adjusted 
liver cancer mortality rates was found (r = −0.453, p < 0.05) only 
in the eldest persons. Additional analysis by gender showed a 
weak negative correlation between coffee intake and mortality 
from liver cancer in older men only (r = −0.516, p < 0.05) (data not 

shown). There was a lack of association for total fat consumption, 
read meat, pork, cheese, total drink, and apples consumption. 

DISCUSSION 

The analysis of time trend in liver cancer mortality in Serbia in 
correlation to changes in per capita food and alcohol consumption 
supported the unwholesome (harmful) effect of animal fat, beef, 
wine and spirits intake. Vegetable oil, poultry, dried meat and 
meat processed items, fish, eggs, yogurt, beer consumption and 
fruit and vegetable intake had a protective effect for liver cancer 
mortality rates. For women, and to a lesser extent for man, the 
most consistent positive correlation with liver cancer mortality 
rates was consumption of spirits. A weak negative correlation 
between coffee intake and liver cancer mortality was found only 
in the eldest men.   

With mortality rate of 4.9 per 100,000 inhabitants in 2008, 
Serbia was among countries with low liver cancer mortality rate, 
together with Greece (5.7 per 100,000), Croatia (4.9), the Russian 
Federation (3.6), and the United States of America (3.6) (2). Liver 
cancer mortality rates in 2008 ranged from the highest, recorded 
in Mongolia (79.9 per 100,000), Vietnam (27.3), China (23.7) to 
the lowest (less than 2.0 per 100,000) recorded in the Netherlands 
and Norway (2). Liver cancer mortality has been on the decline 
over the last two decades in Serbia as well as in the Netherlands, 
Italy, France, and several Scandinavian countries (23). In contrast, 
in some developed countries (United States, European Union) an 
increased trend of cancer mortality in last decades has been noted 
(6, 7). In Serbia, mortality rates from liver cancer have partly re-
sulted from implementation of a HBV vaccination programme as 
well as the blood products screening for HCV and HBV markers 
(25). However, the decreasing trend of mortality from liver cancer 
in the older age groups is likely to be explained by exposure to 
risk factors rather than the recent introduction of HBV vaccination 
in Serbia (25). The decreased mortality trend of liver cancer was 
probably influenced by changes in risk factors exposure, such as 
alcohol consumption, diet or tobacco (25). 

According to the World Health Organization estimates, 30.3% 
of liver cancer deaths in the world are attributable to alcohol as a 
risk factor (30.7% in men and 15.7% in women) (26). The reduc-
tion in per capita alcohol consumption observed during the last 
decades in many European countries (except Northern European 
countries) has likely contributed to the decrease in cirrhosis mor-
tality and consequent decrease in liver cancer mortality. In recent 
decades, in all five Scandinavian countries there has been the 
apparent rise in alcohol consumption, corresponding to 15% of 
all death cases from liver cancer in 2000 (27). From 1980–2003, 
in some regions of the United States of America, a correlation 
between elevated liver cancer mortality rates and alcohol de-
pendence among Hispanics was demonstrated (28). The 2006 
Health Survey of the Republic of Serbia revealed that 40.3% of 
the population drank alcohol (occasionally or daily), while the 
number of alcohol non-consumers increased by 5% in comparison 
with 2000 (25). In 2006, the average number of weekly alcoholic 
drinks in Serbia amounted to 6.4 – significantly less than in 2000 
when the number was 8.3. According to our data, a decrease in 
wine and spirits consumption was correlated with reduction in 
liver cancer mortality. In the Japan Collaborative Cohort Study, 

Fig. 1. Trend of liver cancer mortality in Serbia, excluding the 
Autonomous Province of Kosovo and Metohija, 1991–2010.

Fig. 2. Trend of liver cancer mortality in Serbia, excluding the 
Autonomous Province of Kosovo and Metohija, by gender, 
1991–2010.
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such as organic solvents, organochlorines, additives, pesticides, 
etc.) (33). High consumption of milk may reflect an overall high 
dietary fat intake (particularly saturated fatty acids) or milk may 
contain growth factors (such as insulin-like growth factor I) or 
large amounts of estrogens and progesterone associated with 
cancer risk (34). Nonetheless, an inverse association between 
milk and dairy products and liver cancer risk was observed in 
other studies in Italy and Greece (35, 36).

Strengths and Limitations of the Study 
Ecological studies may be useful in identifying cancer risk 

factors thanks to comparison of different populations or within 
the same population between different periods. The main advan-
tage of ecological studies is that they can be done quickly and 
inexpensively. Advantages of mortality statistics data in Serbia are 
national coverage and consistent quality. According to the percent-
age of new malignant tumour cases registered by a death report as 
well as the percentage of histologically and cytologically-verified 
malignant tumours of the total number of reported cancer cases in 
the Registry, the World Health Organization assessed data quality 
and confirmed that Serbia has comprehensive death registration 
systems (37). The proportion of cases with uncertain death cause 
(revision 9 codes 780-799 and revision 10 codes R00-R99) in the 
observed period was on an average 6.8%, with a non-significant 
decreasing trend (p = 0.137), so that significant changes in mortal-
ity from liver cancer could not be attributed only to the improve-
ment of quality of mortality statistics in Serbia (24, 38).  

Nevertheless, ecological studies are not capable of linking the 
liver cancer experience of any individual with their diet, since 
the only information available is the country for which cancer 
mortality rate and average per capita food consumption were 
estimated. Of course, there always is a question of the quality of 
data collected. Mortality data for liver cancer are extremely dif-
ficult to interpret, due to the large number of secondary tumours, 
which are difficult to separate from primary liver cancers without 
histological verification. Inaccuracies in the death certification 
practices can occur for several reasons, such as errors in the 
selection of the main cause of death, precision of the medical 
diagnosis, coding of the cause of death, etc. The registration of 
autopsies in Serbia began in 2006, so that we have no data on 
the impact of changes in the rate of autopsies on the coding of 
causes of death in the observed period. Further, one limitation of 
the present study is that we were not determined to study whether 
the several co-morbidities (e.g. cirrhosis, etc.) or unhealthy life 
style (tobacco use, obesity, etc.) influenced both food consump-
tion and liver cancer mortality.

In conclusion, correlations between liver cancer and dietary 
habits were observed and further effort is needed in order to in-
vestigate a possible causative association using epidemiological 
analytical studies. 
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