Health Notes

This information provides a general overview on this topic and may not apply to
everyone. To find out if this information applies to you and to get more information on

From Your Famil y Doctor  this subject, talk to your family doctor.

Breast cancer

Steps to finding breast lumps early

How can | find breast cancer early?
The best way to find breast lumps that may be cancer is
to do two things:

1. Have regular mammograms.

2. Have your doctor check your breasts every year.

Doing both gives you the best chance to find cancer
as early as you can. Finding breast cancer early makes
treatment much easier and more effective.

Breast cancer incidence increases with age and the rate
is lower in women under 40. A few women with risk
factors, such as a history of 2 or more family members
having breast or ovarian cancer under age 40, may also
have the disease at a younger age. Your family doctor can
determine if you need a test for the BRCA gene which
runs in these families.

What is a mammogram?

A mammogram is the most effective way to find breast
cancer early, up to two years before the lump is even
large enough to feel. A mammogram is a special kind

of x-ray of your breasts. A radiologist will look at the
x-rays for signs of cancer or other breast problems.
Mammograms can detect cancer because cancer is
denser (thicker) than the normal part of the breast.
Mammograms are safe because the amount of radiation
used in the x-ray is very small.

How is a mammogram performed?
Your breast will rest on a shelf and the x-ray machine
will be slowly pressed against your breast until you feel
pressure. This pressure is needed to spread your breast
out so that a better x-ray can be taken. The pressure is
just for a moment while each picture is taken.

Do mammograms hurt?

Mammograms can be uncomfortable. To get a good
picture, the breast has to be squeezed, but it doesn’t
take very long.
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How often should | get

a mammogram?

If you're over 50, get a mammogram and have your
breasts examined by your family doctor on a regular
basis, usually every 1 to 2 years. If you have risk factors
for breast cancer, such as a family history of breast
cancer, your doctor may want you to have mammograms
more often or start having them sooner.

How often should my doctor

check my breasts?

You should have a breast exam in addition to a
mammogram every 1 to 2 years beginning when you're
50. Talk with your doctor if you are under 50 and have a
family history of breast cancer. He or she may examine
you more often or sooner after discussing your risk
factors.

How often should | examine

my breasts?

There is data that tells us now that breast self-exam may
not help. You can get used to how your breasts normally
feel, so you're able to tell if a new lump has appeared but
you don’t need to do a breast self-exam every month.
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Health Notes rrom Your Family Doctor

How is a breast exam done? The doctor will include the area up into your armpit.
The doctor starts by standing in front of you. Looking at You have lymph nodes in this area. Cancer can spread to
your breasts with your arms at your side, with your arms lymph node tissue. One breast examination will take at
raised behind your head, and then with your arms on least 3 minutes to complete.

your hips with your chest muscles flexed will help the

doctor see any lumps. What is the doctor checking for?

The main thing to look for is any change in your breasts.
It's normal for your breasts to be different sizes. A firm
ridge in the lower curve of your breast is also normal.

Changes to look for in your breasts
® Any new lump, which may not be painful or tender
® Unusual thickening of your breasts

e Sticky or bloody discharge from your nipples

* Any changes in the skin of your nipples or breasts,
such as puckering or dimpling

® An unusual increase in the size of one breast

You will then be asked to lie down. Put your arms by your ® One breast unusually lower than the other

sides. The doctor will examine each breast with the pads

of his or her three middle fingers. He or she will start If you want to check your breasts, do the exam a few
under your collar bone (clavicle) and work across your days after your period. Your breasts aren’t so sore or as
breast back and forth in “grids”, moving down the width of ~ lumpy at this time.

one finger. After the doctor finishes checking your breast,
he or she may examine your nipple gently and look for

discharge (fluid coming out of the nipple) or blood.
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