BREAST CANCER MYTHS AND TRUTHS
Breast Cancer Myths, Misconceptions
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It's impossible to repeat the facts about breast cancer often enough, especially when it comes to undoing myths and making sure people know what's true and what's false.

Here are a few statements to quiz yourself on. After you're sure of the answers, I hope you'll share the facts with others.

1. A woman's risk of breast cancer increases with age. True. Not the best slogan for longevity, is it? Our risk increases until, by age 85, 1 in every 7 women has been diagnosed with breast cancer. This means that when we are young, our risk is quite low. We can keep it low by practicing lifestyle habits that help reduce risk, like avoiding smoking, drinking alcohol in moderation or not at all, staying at a healthy weight, and exercising regularly.

2. Alcohol increases your risk of developing breast cancer. True. Your risk goes up if you drink more than one alcoholic beverage a day, and it doesn't matter if it's wine, beer, or the hard stuff. A teenager emailed me the following question once: "I don't drink every day but binge on the weekends. Should I take the total number of drinks I have in a month and divide that number by 30 to figure out if I am exceeding my one-a-day limit?" I wrote back, "I want your mother's email address."

3. My father's family history has nothing to do with my risk of getting breast cancer. False. He was there at conception, right? That means half of your genetic makeup comes from him, including whatever risk is contributed by his family history of breast cancer. His sister's and mother's history of breast and/or ovarian cancer affect your risk, too. 

4. Being overweight doesn't influence breast cancer risk. False. Sad, but that is the correct answer. Gaining as little as 20 pounds after age 18 may actually increase risk somewhat. The more weight we gain, the higher our risk for other cancers, too, not to mention heart disease and diabetes. So get on the treadmill and pass up those fast food places on your way to the farmer's market.

5. Breastfeeding reduces your risk of getting breast cancer. True. But you need to breastfeed for three consecutive years to lower your risk, and not many American women do that or may want to do it. Lowering your risk of breast cancer (the risk reduction isn't that great) is not a good reason to breastfeed beyond the time your pediatrician recommends.

6. Having a baby before age 30 reduces risk. True. But that's no reason to go and have a baby. Bring a new life into this world because you and your mate want to have a family and are psychologically and financially ready to embark on this awesome experience.

7. If I have a mastectomy I'm guaranteed never to get breast cancer again. False. But your risk is dramatically reduced - to 1 percent. This is because it is physically impossible to remove every breast cell from your body unless half your torso is removed, and that's not an option.

8. Most women who develop breast cancer have a family history of the disease. False. Only 12 to 15 percent of those diagnosed have a family history of breast cancer.

9. Most women diagnosed with breast cancer have risk factors that predisposed them to get this disease. False. About 70 percent of women have known risk factors. For the remaining 30 percent, it means there are probably some big risk factors we haven't deciphered yet that contribute to the growth of breast cancer cells.

