October – National Breast Cancer Awareness Month
October is National Breast Cancer Awareness Month. Breast cancer is the most common cancer among women, other than skin cancer. It is the second leading cause of cancer death in women, after lung cancer.

About 178,480 women in the United States will be found to have invasive breast cancer in 2007. About 40,460 women will die from the disease this year. Right now there are slightly over 2 million women living in the United States who have been treated for breast cancer.

The chance of a woman having invasive breast cancer some time during her life is about 1 in 8. The chance of dying from breast cancer is about 1 in 33. Breast cancer death rates are going down. This decline is probably the result of finding the cancer earlier and improved treatment.

We do not know exactly what causes breast cancer, but we do know that certain risk factors are linked to the disease. A risk factor is anything that increases a person’s chance of getting a disease such as cancer. Different cancers have different risk factors. Some risk factors, such as smoking, can be controlled. Others, like a person’s age or family history can’t be changed. But having a risk factor, or even several, doesn’t mean that a person will get the disease.

Some women who have one or more risk factors never get breast cancer. Most women who do get breast cancer don’t have any risk factors. While all women are at risk for breast cancer, the factors listed below can increase a woman’s chance of having the disease.

Risk Factors You Cannot Change:
Gender: Simply being a woman is the main risk for breast cancer. While men can also get the disease, it is about 100 times more common in women than men.

Age: The chance of getting breast cancer goes up as a woman gets older. Nearly 8 out of 10 breast cancers are found in women age 50 or older.

Genetic risk factors: About 5% to 10% of breast cancers are linked to changes in certain genes. The most common gene changes are those of the BRCA1 and BRCA2 genes. Women with these gene changes have up to an 80% chance of getting breast cancer during their lifetimes. Other gene changes may raise breast cancer risk as well.

Family history: Breast cancer risk is higher among women whose close blood relatives have this disease. The relatives can be from either the mother’s or father’s side of the family. Having a mother, sister, or daughter with breast cancer about doubles a woman’s risk.

Personal history of breast cancer: A woman with cancer in one breast has a greater chance of getting a new cancer in the other breast or in another part of the same breast. This is different from the first cancer coming back (reoccurrence)

Race: White women are slightly more likely to get breast cancer than are African-American women. However, African-American women are more likely to die of this cancer. Many experts now believe that the main reason for this is because they have faster growing tumors. Asian, Hispanic, and American Indian women have a lower risk of getting breast cancer.

Abnormal breast biopsy: Certain types of abnormal biopsy results can be linked to a slightly higher risk of breast cancer.

Earlier breast radiation: Women who have had radiation treatment to the chest area  (as treatment for another cancer) earlier in life have a greatly increased risk of breast cancer.

Menstrual periods: Women who began having periods early (before 12 years of age) or who went through menopause after the age of 55 have a slightly increased risk of breast cancer.

Breast Cancer Risk and Lifestylesl
Not having children: Women who have not had children, or who had their  first child after age 30, have a slightly higher risk of breast cancer. 

Postmenopausal hormone therapy – also called hormone replacement therapy:  Long term use (several years or more)after menopause increases the risk of breast cancer as well as the risk of heart disease, blood clots, and strokes.

Alcohol: The use of alcohol is clearly linked to a slightly increased risk of getting breast cancer.

Women who have 2 to 5 drinks daily have about 1 ½ times the risk of women who drink no alcohol.

Obesity and high-fat diet. Being overweight is linked to a higher risk of breast cancer, especially for women after change of life and if the weight gain took place during adulthood. The risk also seems to be higher if the extra weight is in the waist area.

Exercise: Studies show that exercise reduces breast cancer risk. One study found that as little as 1 hour and 15 minutes to 2 and a half hours per week of brisk walking reduced the risk by 18%.

Top  Breast Cancer Prevention Methods

Pass on that last call for alcohol.- keep your alcohol consumption to less than 2 drinks per day.
Stop smoking – although there has not been a direct link between smoking and breast cancer, studies suggest that smoking at an early age can increase a woman’s risk. Not only can it be a risk for breast cancer, smoking is a definite risk factor for lung cancer.
Get physical – Remember that 1 hour and 15 minutes to 2 and a half hours of brisk walking a week can reduce your risk.

Be aware of your family breast cancer history- 
Avoid hormone replace therapy if possible

Check your breast every month- it may not reduce your risk of developing breast cancer, but it may help detect breast cancer early.

Try to keep a low fat diet

Don’t forget to get a mammogram – Like breast self exam, it may not prevent cancer, but will help detect it early.
