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Breast Cancer Awareness: Facts You Need

by Anna-Patrice Bitong

October is Breast Cancer Awareness Month. Breast cancer is the most common cancer among women and the second leading cause of death in women, behind lung cancer. According to the American Cancer Society, about 215,990 women will become aware that they have breast cancer this year. More than 40,000 women will die from it.

Many people are unaware that men, too, can develop breast cancer. In this country in 2002, 1,500 men were diagnosed with the cancer. The disease kills about 400 men every year.

National Mammography day is October 15, reminding people that early detection and treatment is imperative to their health and possibly saving their lives. Mammograms should be an annual ritual for women over 40, the age group most affected by the disease. Although it is not common, women in their late teens to early thirties are also susceptible to breast cancer. Young women are encouraged to perform a breast self-exam monthly and have a clinical exam every one to three years from age 20. Women between 40 and 59 years old have a one out of 24 chance of breast cancer, compared to a one out of 228 chance for women under 39.

Family history is one risk associated with the cancer in women. A study reported last month in an issue of the American Medical Association found that women with this risk hold a greater chance of having their cancer detected with magnetic resonance imaging than with mammograms or other methods. Other risks include heavy smoking or alcohol consumption and not having children, or having them after 30. Women at whatever age with an increased risk should receive exams more frequently.

Rumored risks include underarm deodorant and hair dye, neither of which received scientific backing after tests were done. Stress has also been purported to increase risk. While some believe that stress weakens the immune system and therefore increases the chance for attack by serious illnesses like breast cancer, doctors have not found a strong connection between the two.

Race affects a woman’s likelihood for breast cancer as well. White women are at a slightly greater risk than African-American women, although the latter group is more likely to die from it. Asian, Hispanic, and American Indian women are at a lower risk.

There have been few studies done on how breast cancer affects men. Little is known about its risk factors or ways to treat it. What is known is that family history of the cancer seems to be a risk factor for them as well. Other risk factors may include radiation and estrogen exposure, testicular defects or injury, infertility, breast trauma, Jewish ancestry and obesity. Men’s symptoms include nipple ulceration, retraction, bleeding, or discharge.

In addition to regular exams, a healthy diet, weight control and exercise contribute to the prevention of breast cancer. Women at high risk may consider taking the drug tamoxifen. In rare cases, women with a very high risk may even consider a preventive mastectomy, an operation in which one or both breasts are removed before any cancer is found.

To speak with health information specialists about breast cancer, call Cancer Information Services at 1-800-4-CANCER. 
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