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Overview of Breast Cancer 
 

What is Breast Cancer? 

Breast cancer is a genetic disease where cells in the breast grow and divide uncontrollably. These cells form a tumor that can 

be seen on an mammogram (x-ray) or felt as a lump. Breast cancer occurs almost entirely in women, but men can get breast 

cancer, too. It’s important to understand that most breast lumps are benign and not cancer (cancerous growths are referred 

to as malignant growths). Non-cancerous breast tumors are abnormal growths, but they do not spread outside of the breast.  

Symptoms 

The most common symptom of breast cancer is a new lump or mass found in the breast, along the chest wall, or 

underneath your armpit. These lumps will often feel different than the surrounding tissue. Other symptoms of 

breast cancer include 

• Nipple bleeding or discharge (other than breast milk  

or colostrum) 

• Breast or nipple pain 

• Swelling of all or part of a breast (or a change in size) 

• Changes to the skin of the breast or nipple, such as 

skin dimpling 

• Nipple retraction (where the nipple flattens 

and/or looks caved in) 

• Nipple or breast skin that is red, peeling, 

scaling, red, or flaking (especially the areola) 

• Swollen lymph nodes under the arm or near the 

collar bone 

Please note that many of these symptoms can be caused by benign tumors or other breast conditions. Having a 

breast lump does not necessarily mean cancer. However, any new lumps should be checked out by a doctor just 

to be on the safe side.  

What are the Risk Factors of Breast Cancer? 

Changes or mutations in DNA can cause normal breast cells to become cancerous. What causes these genetic mutations, 

however, is not well understood. What we do know is that certain risk factors can increase your chances of developing cancer. 

A risk factor is something that increases the chance of developing a disease. Risk factors are either modifiable, meaning you 

can take measures to change them, or non-modifiable, which means they cannot be changed.   

Risk factors you cannot change:  

Being born female. This is the main risk factor for breast cancer. Men can get breast cancer, too, but this disease is much 

more common in women than in men.   

Getting Older. The risk for breast cancer increases with age; most breast cancers are diagnosed after age 50.  

Genetic mutations. Mutations are changes in DNA. Inherited changes to certain genes, such as BRCA1 and BRCA2, are at 

higher risk of breast and ovarian cancer.   

Reproductive history. Early menstrual periods before age 12 and starting menopause after age 55 expose women to 

hormones longer, raising their risk of getting breast cancer.   

Having dense breasts. Dense breasts have more connective tissue than fatty tissue, which can sometimes make it hard to 

see tumors on a mammogram. Women with dense breasts are more likely to get breast cancer. 

Family history of breast or ovarian cancer. A woman's risk for breast cancer is higher if she has a mother, sister, or 

daughter who have had breast or ovarian cancer. Having a first-degree male relative with breast cancer also raises a 

woman's risk.   

Risk factors you can change:  

Physical activity. Women who are not physically active have a higher risk of getting breast cancer.  

Taking hormones. Some forms of replacement therapy (those include both estrogen and progesterone) taken during 

menopause can raise risk for breast cancer when taken for more than five years.   



Reproductive history. Having a first pregnancy after age 30, not breastfeeding, and never having a full-term pregnancy 

can raise breast cancer risk.   

Drinking Alcohol. Studies show that a woman's risk for breast cancer increases with the more alcohol she drinks. 

 

Can Breast Cancer be Prevented? 

There is no sure way to prevent breast cancer, but there are things you can do that might lower your risk. Many risk factors 

are beyond your control, but other risk factors can be changed and may lower your risk.  

Get to and stay at a healthy weight. Both increased body weight and weight gain as an adult are linked with a higher 

risk of breast cancer after menopause. It is recommended that you stay at a healthy weight throughout your life and 

avoid excess weight gain by balancing your food intake with physical activity.  

Be physically active. Studies have shown that moderate to vigorous physical activity is linked with lower breast cancer 

risk, so it is important to get regular physical activity. The American Cancer Society recommends that adults get at least 

150 to 300 minutes of moderate intensity or 75 to 150 minutes of vigorous intensity activity each week.  

Avoid or limit alcohol. Alcohol increases risk of breast cancer. Even low levels of alcohol intake have been linked with 

an increase in risk. It is best not to drink alcohol. For women who do drink, they should have no more than 1 alcoholic 

drink a day.  

Screening for Breast Cancer  

Breast cancer is sometimes found after symptoms appear, but many women with breast cancer have no symptoms.  This 

is why regular breast cancer screening is important. The goal of screening tests for breast cancer is to find it as early as 

possible so that treatment will have a better chance at being successful. The screening guidelines for women at average 

risk are as follows:  

Women between 40 to 44 have the option to start screening with a mammogram every year.  

Women 45 to 54 should get mammograms every year.  

Women 55 and older can switch to a mammogram every other year, or they can choose to continue yearly 

mammograms. Screening should continue if a woman is in good health and is expected to live at least 10 more years.   

Types of Breast Cancer Screening:   

Mammograms are low-dose x-rays of the breast. Regular mammograms can help find breast cancer at an early stage 

when treatment is most successful.  

Clinical breast exam and self-exam. Breast exams are a physical exam done by either a health professional or by a 

woman themselves in which the breasts are inspected for any changes to the look and feel of the breasts. Women 

should be familiar with how their breasts normally look and feel and should report any changes to a health care provider 

right away.   

Genetic testing. Women who have inherited mutations in the BRCA1 or BRCA2 genes have a higher risk of developing 

cancer. Knowing this, women who have these mutations can take steps to prevent cancer such as early screening. 

Diagnosis and Treatment  

There are several ways in which breast cancer can be detected and diagnosed.  

Breast ultrasounds use sound waves to create a digital picture of the inside of the breast.  

Breast MRIs use radio waves and strong magnets to make detailed pictures of the inside of the breast.  

Breast Biopsies are a procedure to remove a small sample of breast tissue that will be sent to a lab to determine 

whether the suspicious area in your breast is cancerous. 

Treatments are meant to remove the cancerous cells and to prevent the cancer from returning. It depends on the kind of breast 

cancer and how far it has spread.  

Surgery. Most women have some type of surgery as part of their treatment. The most common one is surgery to 

remove the tumor itself. Doctors cut out the cancer tissue or lymph nodes to determine if the cancer has spread.  

Chemotherapy. Uses anti-cancer drugs to kill cancer cells via the bloodstream.   

Radiation Therapy. Treatment with high-energy rays that destroy cancer cells.  

Hormone Therapy. Inhibits cancer cells by blocking the supply of estrogen or progesterone if cells have receptors.  


