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Understanding

breast can

reast cancer, the most common

cancer among Singapore

women, is a tumour that begins
in the cells of the breasts. Annually,
around 1000 women are diagnosed
with breast cancer in Singapore and
the numbers are increasing. With the
alarming rise of breast cancer cases,
we need to know more about this
important disease.

Dr Lavina Bharwani, a Clinical
Consultant and the Assistant Director
of Clinical Education at the Johns
Hopkins Singapore International
Medical Center, shared with us the
important things that we should be
familiar with about breast cancer. Dr
Bharwani is also an Assistant Professor
of Oncology at The Johns Hopkins
University School of Medicine.

The possibility of having breast cancer
depends on several factors. Some can
be changed to decrease your risks,
~ while others such as your gender and
' can't be changed. Being a woman
> 'you at risk for breast cancer and
e older you get, the higher the risk
getting breast cancer.
- Other risk factors include use
.of alcohol, high fat diet, obesity,
'-sedentary lifestyle and ionizing
radiation, which you can steer clear
of to decrease the likelihood of
developing breast cancer. According
to Dr Bharwani, prolonged estrogen
level in the body also increases the risk
for breast cancer. This includes those

who start their menses early (before
12 years old) and end menopause late
(after 55 years old), as well as women
who do not get pregnant or do not
have their first pregnancy before the
age of 30. A woman with cancer in
one breast also has an increased

risk of developing new cancer in the
other breast or at another site on the
same breast.

The genes you inherit also play a
role. Although only five to seven per
cent of breast cancers are hereditary,
every time a woman is first diagnosed
with breast cancer, the first thing
that her doctor asks is a history of
breast cancer among her first-degree
relatives. Dr Bharwani says that if your
mother or sister has a history of breast
cancer, then you have 1.5 to 2 times
more increased risk of developing
breast cancer and should be more
vigilant in screening for it. Apparently,
the risks go up if it's a younger first-
degree relative. “If your mother gets a
breast cancer before menopause, you
are at a little bit higher risk of having
it as compared to your mother having
breast cancer after menopause”
explained Dr Bharwani.

Gene changes (mutations) such
as BRCA1 and BRCA2 mutations that
are inherited from a parent increase
your risk for breast cancer. “If you have
these mutations, you have 60 to 80 per
cent chance of having breast cancer in
your entire lifetime, ”said Dr Bharwani.
In Singapore, BRCA1 blood test is
available at Johns Hopkins Singapore
International Medical Center.

Effective screening
saves lives

Breast cancer diagnosis

Signs and symptoms of breast cancer may
include a breast lump or thickening, bloody
nipple discharge, change in the size or shape of
the breast, changes to the skin of the breast, or
peeling or redness of the nipples’ skin.

Treating breast cancer
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