Breast Cancer - fact sheet
Breast cancer is the most common cancer in women in Australia. Around one in 10 women will be diagnosed with breast cancer
during their lifetime. Although breast cancer can affect all adult women, risk increases with age and the average age of first
diagnosis in women is 60 years.
Today, thanks to developments in prevention, detection and treatment of breast cancer, and continuing clinical trials research,
more women are surviving breast cancer long term.

What is breast cancer?
The human body is made up of cells which divide and grow in an ordered way. Cancer occurs when these cells divide in an
uncontrolled manner. Over time these cells form a lump or “tumour”. Tumours are either benign (non-cancerous) or malignant
(cancerous). Breast cancer usually appears in the cells which make up breast milk glands and most tumours start in the milk
ducts. If found early, and treated promptly, most women can go on to lead long lives.

Breast cancer risk factors:
Being a woman
Simply because you are female, you are at a greater risk of developing breast cancer (99% of breast cancers occur in women).
Most women diagnosed with breast cancer have no additional risk factors.
Your age
As you grow older, your risk increases. About 75% of all new breast cancers are diagnosed in women aged 50 and over, while
25% are in women under the age of 50.
Family history
Most women who develop breast cancer have no family history of the disease. However, a woman’s risk increases if she has
close relatives who have had breast cancer – either on her mother’s or father’s side – particularly if they were diagnosed under
the age of 50.
If you have had breast cancer before
A woman who has had breast cancer, compared with women who have never had the disease, is at an increased risk of
developing it again – either in the same breast, the other breast, or other sites. Therefore long term follow-up is very important.
Genetics
Researchers have found that changes or mutations to two specific genes (BRCA1 and BRCA2) substantially increase a woman’s
risk. These changes can be detected by genetic screening and doctors can suggest treatments to delay or prevent breast cancer
from developing. Recently, new genes associated with breast cancer have been discovered.
Oestrogen
The female hormone, oestrogen, also has a role. Women who began menstruation early or women who have a late menopause
may be at a slightly increased risk. Women who have no children and those who have their first child after age 30 may also be at
a slightly higher risk. Long term Hormone Replacement Therapy (HRT) increases risk.
Lifestyle
If you eat a diet high in sugars and fats and low in fresh fruit and vegetables, if you are overweight, or if you drink too much
alcohol, you may be putting yourself at greater risk of developing breast cancer.
Being sedentary
Research shows that women who are physically active and maintain a healthy body weight have a lower risk of breast cancer. In
fact, regular exercise may reduce a woman’s risk by 20% or more.

Breast Changes
It is important to be aware of the normal look and feel of your breasts and to report any persistent breast changes promptly.
The earlier breast cancer is detected, the better the chance of long term cure.
If you experience any of these symptoms, particularly if they persist for several weeks, see your doctor as soon as
possible:
A new lump or lumpiness, especially if it is only in one breast.
A change in breast size or shape.
A change to the nipple, such as crusting, ulcer, redness or inversion.
Nipple discharge.
A change in the skin of the breast such as redness or dimpling.
An unusual pain that doesn’t go away.
But remember, the majority of breast changes are not breast cancer.
All women over the age of 40 are eligible for a free two yearly screening mammogram with BreastScreen Australia. This is
particularly important for women over the age of 50.
Call 13 20 50 to make a free appointment today.
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