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How to check for breast cancer is a crucial aspect of women’s health that should not be
overlooked. Breast cancer is one of the most common cancers affecting women worldwide, and early
detection can significantly improve the chances of successful treatment. This article will guide you
through the steps you can take to check for breast cancer, including self-examinations,
understanding risk factors, and the importance of medical screenings.



Understanding Breast Cancer

Breast cancer occurs when cells in the breast tissue begin to grow uncontrollably. While it primarily
affects women, men can also develop breast cancer. The exact cause of breast cancer is not known,
but several risk factors can increase the likelihood of developing the disease.

Risk Factors for Breast Cancer

Knowing the risk factors can help you be more vigilant in checking for signs of breast cancer. Some
common risk factors include:

¢ Gender: Women are at a higher risk than men.

e Age: The risk increases as you get older, particularly after age 55.

» Family History: Having a close relative with breast cancer increases your risk.

¢ Genetic Mutations: Mutations in genes such as BRCA1 and BRCA2 can significantly raise
your risk.

e Personal History: If you have had breast cancer before, you are at a higher risk of developing
it again.

e Hormonal Factors: Early menstruation or late menopause can increase risk.

« Lifestyle Factors: Factors such as obesity, alcohol consumption, and lack of physical activity
can also contribute.

Understanding these risk factors is the first step in being proactive about breast health.

Self-Examination Techniques

Performing regular self-exams is one of the most effective ways to check for breast cancer. Self-
examinations can help you become familiar with the normal state of your breasts, making it easier to
notice any changes. Here’s how to perform a breast self-exam:

Step-by-Step Guide to Self-Examination

1. Choose the Right Time: Conduct self-exams monthly, preferably a few days after your period
ends when your breasts are least likely to be swollen or tender.



2. Look in the Mirror: Stand in front of a mirror with your arms at your sides. Look for any
changes in size, shape, or contour of your breasts. Pay attention to any dimpling, swelling, or
changes in the skin texture.

3. Raise Your Arms: Raise your arms above your head and look for the same changes. This
position may reveal abnormalities that weren't noticeable with your arms at your sides.

4. Feel for Changes: Lie down and use your right hand to feel your left breast and vice versa.
Use your fingertips to check the entire breast, moving in a circular motion and covering all
areas, including the armpit and down to the rib cage.

5. Apply Pressure: Use varying levels of pressure to feel both the surface and deeper tissues.

6. Check Nipples: Gently squeeze your nipples to check for any discharge, which could be a
sign of a problem.

Remember to take your time and be thorough. If you notice any unusual changes, consult a
healthcare professional.

When to Seek Medical Advice

While self-exams are important, they should not replace regular check-ups with a healthcare
provider. Here are some situations when you should seek medical advice:

e Any new lumps or masses in the breast or armpit area.

e Changes in breast shape or size.

e Persistent pain in one breast that doesn’t go away.

e Discharge from the nipple that is not related to breastfeeding.

e Changes in the skin of the breast, such as redness or a rash.

It's essential to report any of these symptoms to a healthcare professional as soon as possible.

Medical Screenings for Breast Cancer

In addition to self-examinations, regular medical screenings play a crucial role in early detection.
The most common methods for screening include mammograms, clinical breast exams, and breast
ultrasounds.



Mammograms

A mammogram is an X-ray of the breast and is one of the most effective tools for detecting breast
cancer early. The American Cancer Society recommends the following guidelines:

e Women aged 40 to 44 should have the option to start annual mammograms.
e Women aged 45 to 54 should get mammograms every year.

e Women aged 55 and older should switch to mammograms every two years, or continue yearly
screening.

Discuss with your healthcare provider when you should begin screening based on your personal risk
factors.

Clinical Breast Exams

A clinical breast exam is a physical examination performed by a healthcare professional. During this
exam, the provider will check your breasts and underarms for any abnormalities. It’s recommended
that women have a clinical breast exam at least once every three years from ages 20 to 39 and
annually after age 40.

Breast Ultrasounds and MRIs

If a mammogram shows potential problems, your doctor may recommend additional imaging tests,
such as breast ultrasounds or MRIs. These tests can provide more detailed images of the breast
tissue and help determine if further testing is necessary.

Conclusion

Checking for breast cancer is an essential aspect of maintaining your health, particularly as you age
or if you have risk factors. By performing regular self-examinations, staying informed about your
body, and keeping up with medical screenings, you can significantly improve your chances of early
detection and successful treatment. Remember, if you notice any changes or have concerns, don’t
hesitate to reach out to a healthcare professional. Taking proactive steps towards your breast health
can make all the difference.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are the early signs of breast cancer I should look for?

Early signs of breast cancer may include a lump in the breast or underarm, changes in breast size or
shape, skin dimpling or puckering, and any unusual discharge from the nipple.

How often should I perform self-exams for breast cancer
detection?

It's generally recommended to perform a breast self-exam once a month. Choose a specific day each
month to establish a routine.

What is the best way to perform a breast self-exam?

To perform a breast self-exam, lie down and use your fingertips to feel for lumps or changes. Check
each breast thoroughly, including the underarm area, and also examine them in front of a mirror for
any visual changes.

At what age should I start getting regular mammograms?

Most guidelines suggest that women should start getting regular mammograms at age 40, but those
with a family history of breast cancer may need to begin earlier.

What should I do if I find a lump in my breast?

If you find a lump in your breast, it is important to see a healthcare professional as soon as possible
for further evaluation, which may include imaging tests or a biopsy.

Are there any risk factors that increase my chances of
developing breast cancer?

Yes, risk factors include being female, age, family history of breast cancer, genetic mutations (like
BRCA1 and BRCA?2), personal history of breast conditions, and lifestyle factors such as smoking and
obesity.

What imaging tests are used to check for breast cancer?

Common imaging tests include mammograms, ultrasounds, and MRI scans. Mammograms are the
most widely used for early detection.

How does a clinical breast exam differ from a self-exam?

A clinical breast exam is performed by a healthcare professional who is trained to check for breast
abnormalities, while a self-exam is done by the individual at home.

Can men get breast cancer, and how can they check for it?

Yes, men can get breast cancer, though it is much rarer. Men should look for lumps in the breast
area, changes in the nipple, or unusual discharge, and consult a doctor for any concerns.



What lifestyle changes can I make to reduce my risk of breast
cancer?

Lifestyle changes to reduce breast cancer risk include maintaining a healthy weight, exercising
regularly, limiting alcohol intake, avoiding tobacco, and eating a balanced diet rich in fruits and
vegetables.
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