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Keep Breast Cancer at Bay
Essential facts.
By Dr Musarrath Raboobee

Breast cancer is the most
common cancer in women in
South Africa, followed closely by
skin cancer. “Screening” refers
to a breast examination and
investigations conducted to find
a disease like cancer in a person
who doesn't have symptoms.
Breast cancer in the early
stages has a better chance of
treatment success as well as
positive prognosis. Regular self
examination and mammograms
are the key to pick up cases of
breast cancer which are still in
the early stages and may be
curable.
The first step is to visit your
doctor, who will ask you a series
of questions about your medical
health and family history. It is
important to mention if you
have a “blood relative” with any

type of cancer, especially
ovarian, prostate or breast
cancer. You will be asked about

spread to the spine, chest pain
and coughing up blood in the
case of spread to the lungs.

A lump that is cause
for concern is one that
is firm, growing in size
rapidly and causing
skin changes.
recent loss of weight, change in
appetite and presence of a breast
lump which is rapidly increasing
in size.
Symptoms of spread of
cancer will also be sought. These
include back pain in the case of

Abdominal pain may occur with
spread to the liver.
Next, your doctor will
perform a breast exam. He/she
will look at both the breasts and
note any asymmetry, nipple
discharge or abnormal skin. He/
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Alcohol use increases the risk of
breast cancer.
she will feel each quadrant/area of the breast
looking for suspicious lumps. Not all lumps are
suspicious. A lump that is cause for concern is one
that it firm, growing in size rapidly and causing
skin changes. The lump may or may not be
painful.
The doctor will also feel in the armpit for
lymph nodes which may occur in breast cancer
but are also present in other diseases. A collection
of these signs and symptoms may suggest breast
cancer.
A mammogram is routine for any suspicious
lump in the breast. It is also used to screen women
without symptoms annually after the age of 40. A
mammogram is a type of x-ray of the breast.
During a mammogram, your breasts are
compressed between two firm surfaces to spread
out the breast tissue. The X-ray captures blackand-white images of your breasts that are
displayed on a computer screen and examined by
a doctor who looks for signs of cancer. The
investigation takes about 20 minutes and causes
minimal discomfort to most women. There is only
a tiny amount of radiation exposure from a
mammogram and is therefore safe. Pregnant
women should, however, not have a mammogram.
Ultrasound is a modality used to provide further
information on a breast lump. A biopsy of the
lump with ultrasound guidance can provide a
definitive diagnosis.
Women should have a mammogram annually
before 40 yrs of age if they are high risk. Risk
factors for breast cancer include being female
(men can get breast cancer too), as well as having

The Cancer Association of South
Africa (CANSA) raises awareness
every October on cancers that affect
women including breast, ovarian,
cervical and uterine cancers.
a positive family history in a first degree relative
(i.e.: mother, sister, daughter). Women who have
never had children or only had them after the age
of 30 have an increased risk of breast cancer.
Alcohol use does increase the risk of breast
cancer. Starting menses at an early age (before
11yrs) and entering menopause at an older age
(over 55) means that you have been exposed to
oestrogen longer than the average woman. This
increases the risk of breast cancer.
If you have a strong family history of breast
cancer, you can talk to your doctor about genetic
testing for mutations in genes that increase the risk
of breast cancer, such as the BRCA genes. If you
have such a mutation or come from a family with
a mutation but haven’t been tested, you could
consider surgery to lower your risk of cancer.
The Cancer Association of South Africa
(CANSA) raises awareness every October on
cancers that affect women including breast,
ovarian, cervical and uterine cancers. They are
also instrumental in raising funds to provide
mobile health clinics to facilitate free
mammogram screening in the community.

Visit your doctor and get screened
today!
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