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Diagnosed with Breast Cancer. The phrase strikes fear in the hearts of patients and the ones who care about them. It is an underlying fear of anyone who presents to the doctor with strange symptoms, unexplained weight loss or masses.

Being diagnosed with breast cancer also a universal fear of women undergoing mammography, healthy or not.

Cancer is a very real thing to be scared of. But it’s also NOT a time to give into fear and emotion in lieu of well–thought out decisions based on the best evidence that medicine knows of.

This article is likely going to cover things that will go against what society believes and promotes and this article may even go so far as to offend you or decisions that you have made in the past.

Regardless of how this article makes you feel, just make sure that you give yourself the time to read it through.

Before we get into the “meat” of the article, I do need to point out some very scary research. Not so that I can start the article with a strong enough sense of dread so that you read it with the focus of my pit bull staring at a guinea pig, but so that you can understand that our entire focus on breast cancer is broken. From prevention to diagnosis to treatment.

Broken.

While medicine continues to argue about whether to perform mammography on women between 40–50 years old, the rates of being diagnosed with breast cancer that is more advanced is skyrocketing in women under 40.

Looking at the rates of being diagnosed with breast cancer in women under 40 from 1976 until 2009, there were some eye–opening findings:



1.Stage IV breast cancer rates are going up in women under 40 (2.07% annually, with the exception of 2000–2009, when rates went up 3.6% annually).

2.Stage IV breast cancer is much more difficult to treat.

3.There is no screening recommended for women under 40.

4.In this age group, breast cancer is not being found at earlier stages (regional, localized, or in situ categories).



In summary, things are getting worse.

While medicine fights over who should get screened and when, more dangerous cancers in younger women are on the increase. We need to get our collective heads out of our asses and start to educate women of all ages on how to prevent breast cancer.

Anything less will be a disaster.


Known Factors in Breast Cancer

Make no mistake about it—breast cancer is largely environmental. Genetics play a role, but it is a small role. Even in women with the greatest genetic risk factors for breast cancer, a combination of BRCA1 and BRCA2, while 80% will later develop breast cancer, TWENTY PERCENT WILL NOT.

Even with the greatest genetic risk factors, our lifestyle choices make a difference.

Sometimes the risks are hidden, like phthalates in perfumes, and sometimes they are very clear like smoking. In this portion of the article I’m going to cover the research that has identified lifestyle choices that increase your risk of breast cancer.

The Two Most Obvious Risks for Breast Cancer

OK. Not much to go into here. Being a woman is obvious the #1 biggest risk factor for the development of breast cancer. Since there’s not a lot we can do about that one (short of visiting a Swedish surgeon for a gender reallocation procedure…) we won’t go into detail.

However, if you’re a smoker, this IS something you can do something about. It’s likely that this is not new news to you. But, if you are a smoker, you need to accept that there is also going to be an underlying risk of breast cancer (and all cancers, for that matter) that you cannot undo.

Genetic Risks for Breast Cancer

If you have a strong family history of breast cancer or, worse yet, the “breast cancer genes” BRCA1 and BRCA2, you may feel like being diagnosed with breast cancer is inevitable.

But is this really true?

The Korean Hereditary Breast Cancer Study includes 2,000 women with hereditary breast cancer. Researchers looked to see whether diet had an effect on breast cancer rates in patients who were BRCA gene mutation carriers. Here’s what they found:



1.Soy intake led to a whopping 61% lower risk in BRCA carriers.

2.Those with the highest meat consumption had a 97% higher risk.

3.Even in those who were not BRCA carriers, the highest meat consumption led to a 41% higher breast cancer risk.

4.These associations were stronger in BRCA2 than BRCA1 carriers.

5.In women who did develop breast cancer, those with the highest intake of soy were 43% less likely to have a BRCA–related breast cancer.



While society and medicine have led us all to believe that, if you have the BRCA genes you WILL develop breast cancer, higher soy consumption and lower intake of animal products (basically a plant–based diet) came very close to eliminating the so called “higher” risk from the BRCA “mutation.”

Given the controversy over soy intake, we will cover this topic specifically later in the article.

While there were definite benefits of soy intake in this group of women, studies have shown that women who ate soy over a lifetime have higher levels of bacteria in their gut that convert beneficial components of soy to even more powerful protective compounds (called equol–producers). In the context of protecting against BRCA mutations, this means that a lifetime of soy intake is likely to protect even stronger than what was seen in this study.


Prescription Drugs that Increase Breast Cancer Risk

Medications ALL have side effects. It is always about the balance of the benefit of a drug versus the risks associated with a particular drug. Unfortunately, there are many common drugs that have dangerous side effects that your prescribing doctor may not even be aware of. An increased risk of breast cancer from a drug that may seem beneficial sounds like something you would like to be made aware of.

Statin Links with Breast Cancer

The topic of using medications to lower cholesterol and theoretically protect the heart has been the subject of a prior blog article. In this article, I went into the long list of side effects associated with drugs to lower cholesterol. But for the purpose of this article, one side effect is particularly important.

I went to a lunch fundraiser a number of years back for a local cancer organization. The keynote speaker was a respected local general surgeon. In his intro, he noted that he was going to bring up new findings on the prevention of breast cancer. Over the next ten minutes my brain went over the list of things we know to be protective against breast cancer. Would he mention exercise? The benefits of a plant based diet? Vitamin D? Stress reduction?

Statins.

This keynote speaker at a cancer luncheon mentioned that statins might lower your risk of being diagnosed with breast cancer. Hundreds of things to mention and he names STATINS???? Needless to say I’ve never gone back to this fundraiser.

Not really a big surprise
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