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November 16, 2008

Breast Cancer Myths

Even though October is designated as breast cancer awareness month, I’d like to continue the discussion.  A lot of people are misinformed about breast cancer and, consequently, don’t recognize their personal risks or get early detection and treatment.  It’s important to differentiate “fact from fiction” so you can reduce your risk of getting the disease and achieve a long, healthy life. And, it’s time to dispel some of the myths surrounding breast cancer and replace them with what is known to be true. 
Myth #1: Only women can have breast cancer
Although it occurs much less frequently (accounting for only about 1% of all breast cancer cases), men can also have breast cancer.  On average, some 450 men die annually from the disease. 

Myth #2:  Only women with a family history of breast cancer can develop the disease

Approximately 80% of women diagnosed with breast cancer have no family history of the disease. Also, a history of breast cancer in your mother’s OR your father’s family will influence your risk equally.
Myth #3: Young women don’t have to worry about getting breast cancer.
Although your chances of getting breast cancer increase with age, women of all ages are potentially at risk.  From birth to age 39, one woman in 231 will get breast cancer, from age 40-59 the risk is one in 25, and from age 60-79 the risk is one in 15. Your lifetime risk for developing breast cancer is 1 in 8, or 12%.  
Myth #4: Most lumps found in the breast are cancerous

Approximately 80% of lumps (8 out of 10) are a result of non-cancerous changes in the breast. However, report any abnormality in your breasts to your physician.

Myth #5: Lumps are the only form of breast cancer.

A lump may or may not indicate breast cancer. Other signs that may indicate cancer:  swelling of the breast, swelling of lymph nodes in the underarm, skin dimpling in the breast, breast or nipple pain, inverted or retracted nipple, bloody or watery nipple discharge, bruise-like areas on the breast. 

Myth #6:  Wearing an underwire bra,  drinking coffee,  and antiperspirants cause breast cancer.

Scientific evidence is conflicting, or absent, regarding a link between wearing an underwire bra, drinking caffeine, the use of antiperspirants and breast cancer.
Myth #7: I’m at high risk for breast cancer and there’s nothing I can do about it.

There are several effective ways to reduce, but not eliminate, the risk of breast cancer in women at high risk (lifestyle changes, medication, and prophylactic surgery). Be sure that you have consulted with a physician or genetic counselor before you make assumptions about your level of risk. 
Myth #8:  Having large breasts and eating a diet high in fat can cause cancer.

While there’s no evidence that breast size increases your risk of getting breast cancer, it does appear that obesity and having dense breasts can increase risk. Studies have also found that a diet high in fat does not necessarily increase breast cancer risk, but increased calories may raise the risk.
So, remember that you CAN reduce your risk of breast cancer by living a healthy lifestyle, having an annual checkup with your doctor, and scheduling an annual mammography.
