OCTOBER IS BREAST CANCER AWARENESS MONTH

I got a phone call.  One of my patients called me to request that I write an article on early detection of breast cancer.  She reminded me that October is always Breast Cancer Awareness Month.  She called me on behalf of Bosom Buddies, a group of breast cancer survivors.  This month they are doing everything they can to emphasize the message that early detection is the best way to attack the threat of breast cancer.   

My mind went back several years.  I thought of another phone call.  That time I had called her to let her know that there was a finding on her mammogram.  We went through the steps and we found her breast cancer early.  She had been good about keeping up with exams and mammograms.  When something changed, we caught it early.  She had the maximum choice in alternatives for treatment, because there were multiple roads promising success in light of her small early lesion.  She is a success story and her story is a perfect example of how early detection works!

Over the last few years we have been finding out more about preventing breast cancer.  We haven’t had totally dramatic results, but we have found some clues.  There is evidence that women can reduce their risk by staying healthy.  Interesting isn’t it?  Women who stay fit, by keeping their weight in range and exercising regularly, actually have breast cancer less often.  Limiting alcohol intake also reduces the risk.  We have also found out more about genetic tendencies that may raise certain women’s potential for developing breast cancer.  This leads us to propose more aggressive screening for these high-risk women.  MRI, as a tool for screening these higher risk women is sometimes being utilized, while it is also being studied for its application to all women, perhaps.  We’ve learned about genetic mutations called BRCA 1 and BRCA 2 that can dramatically increase a woman’s lifetime risk of developing breast and ovarian cancer.  We’ve learned more about asking questions involving family history.  Oftentimes we can pick up clues from the family history that allow us to design specific screening plans for our patients, intended to maximize our chances of catching a cancer early.  

Early detection requires all of us working together.  Women need to be doing their self-breast exams monthly, either right after the menses ends or at the first of the month by the calendar, as appropriate.  You can become the best expert on your own breasts!  Let us know when you feel a change that arises and persists for a cycle or month.  Seeing to your annual exams is important as well.  Annual exams allow us to do breast palpation, perhaps catching an abnormality.  They also allow us to discuss breast symptoms and teach self-breast exams.  Don’t be shy about asking questions and/or volunteering family history.  You may provide a piece of the puzzle that triggers your doctor to recognize a problem or a tendency.  

We like to see women annually for a health maintenance exam for just such purposes.  We ask questions about your problems and about how your systems are working.  We update your family history.  Through this encounter we can help to short-circuit difficulties for you, our patients and friends.  We can keep you up on screenings for breast cancer while we also catch infections, educate on diet and exercise, and screen for heart disease, hormonal challenges, and other cancers, amongst many other conditions and diseases.  

One of our big points of emphasis is mammography.  Experts have united in recommending annual mammograms for all women over the age of 40.  We may start even earlier for women who have a close relative who developed breast cancer before age 50.  One challenge we have to overcome is that women have all read about the shortcomings of mammography, about how it is not perfect.  That is true, mammographic screening is not perfect.  Sometimes early cancers do not show up.  Still, that is fairly uncommon.  Generally, breast cancers begin slowly and they may not be visible until they reach one centimeter or so.  Sometimes the only clue to the presence of a breast cancer, is a subtle change in a mammogram from one year to the next.  Those who fail to get their exams on time, jeopardize this chance at such an early catch and cure.  Over my years in practice, I know we have caught many cancers in Bainbridge women earlier than they would have been found otherwise, thru the tool of mammography.  I think IT IS ESSENTIAL!

The other essential is to respect any change on your exam that persists for a cycle.  It you have noted a lump, or if your physician has noticed a lump, it needs to be biopsied, whatever the mammogram says.  Also, any bloody nipple discharge or persistent pain should be brought to your physician’s attention.  While these symptoms don’t necessarily indicate cancer, they should be taken seriously and do require investigation.  

The American Cancer Society tells us that one in eight to nine women will develop breast cancer.  That is a very scary statistic.  With breast cancer being such an all-too-common disease, we have to treat all women as high risk to a degree.  I know that breast cancer has impacted us all in one-way or another.  It has impacted my friend who called me!  It has impacted me!  Women,,,  respect this enemy!  Plan your strategy by discussing it with your physician.  Do your own exams, come in for your appointments, and make your annual mammogram as reliable as your birthday.  We are in this together!  Keep up the fight!

