BREAST CANCER:  BE AWARE

Victories are something we cherish in medicine.  We look for victories in the care of individual patients when we combat disease.  As doctors we also look for trends in the defeating of disease.  I can’t say that we have defeated breast cancer, not by a long shot.  I can say we have made considerable headway.  I can also say that almost everyone knows now that October is Breast Cancer Awareness Month and that awareness and knowledge are essential to waging the battle to defeat breast cancer.

Everyone by now has been exposed to the triad for early breast cancer detection, self-breast exam, clinical exams with your physician, and mammography.  I looked through the October issue of Fitness magazine.  As with most popular women’s magazines, the pages are filled with articles and advertisements pertaining to breast cancer.  I am familiar with the 5K Race for the Cure events that occur around the country and I see that the “Avon Breast Cancer 3-Day Walk” events are becoming more common.  Certainly most people are aware.

I see that the trend of awareness has started to yield results.  More and more women are getting their mammograms.  In fact, mammogram units around the country are backing up because of the increasing volume.  The goal, of course, is to increase efficiency to reduce the waits.  National authorities have all united at last to urge mammograms for all women on an annual basis beginning at age 40.  For women who are high risk, mammograms may need to start even earlier.  Are you up to date on yours?

I tell women, and I truly believe, that self breast exam is important.  Not all authorities agree on that and in fact some studies have shown that self identified lumps lead to more biopsies but not necessarily more cures.  Still, the reason I urge my patients to do their own exams is the belief that a woman can become the world’s best expert on her own breasts.  This can make it easier for her to tell of a change if it occurs.  Many women are intimidated by examining their breasts.  They tell me that they don’t know what they are feeling and that the “whole thing is lumpy”.  We will all agree that detecting lumps when they are small and curable is a challenge.    We all need to work together on this.  If a woman will check her breasts right after her menses goes off each month, over time, she can gain the confidence of experience.  For women without menses, do the exam by the calendar, say the first day of each month.  Are you doing your exams?

Annual exams are an important time for you and your physician to get to know each other.  Many issues can be discussed and over time your physician can learn more about you and your health.  The physician’s guidance over that time can lead you to a healthier lifestyle and improved outlook for the future.  One of the most important parts of the annual exam is a check for changes from year to year that may raise suspicion.  This is especially important in exams of the breast.  Careful exams by a physician who has gotten to know you can literally be a lifesaver.  Are you up to date on your physical?

There are signs that you know by now.  These include a firm or thickened place in the breast, bloody nipple discharge,  persistent pain, puckering or dimpling of the skin, and new onset retraction of the nipple.  While oftentimes other conditions cause these symptoms, when they occur, come in to get them checked out.  Are you watching?

We’ve learned many things about preventing breast cancer.  Truly we need to learn more but we also need to put to use the information we now know.  What should you be eating?  Five to eight servings of fruits and vegetables a day provides your body with the raw materials it needs to repair and prevent.  Omega-3 fatty acids seem to be essential in helping the body do its job.  Eating cold water fishes like salmon 2 to 3 times a week appears to help.  Even moderate alcohol seems to raise the risk of breast cancer.  We are not sure what is a safe level.  We must assume that less is best.  Regular exercise has been shown to be preventative as well.  I know that you have heard all this before from me.  It is becoming a common thread.  Eating correctly, exercising, avoiding excesses, are all important components in good health in general and breast cancer prevention in particular.  Are you caring for yourself?

Yes we are aware.  We are aware that one of nine women will be afflicted by breast cancer.  We are aware that 31% of new cancers diagnosed in women this year will be located in the breast.  But we are also aware that we can have an impact on prevention through diet, exercise, and reduced alcohol intake.  We are aware of warnings signs.  We are aware that we can catch cancer early through self exams, mammograms, and regular check-ups.  Yes we are aware!  Yes you are aware!  Have you turned your awareness into action?  Do your part!

There will be a community health fair at Memorial Hospital on October 11.  This event is sponsored by several local organizations.  It is a chance for you to get inexpensive lab work, blood pressure checks, visual screening, and other services at one time.  One of the functions offered is a breast exam by a nurse practitioner.  It can be a catch-up time for you.  While you are  at it, take that man along with you.  He is probably further behind on seeing to his healthcare than you are.  It is a start!  Do your part! 

