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The Importance of Regular Breast Exams

Breast exams, including self-exams, clinical exams and 
mammograms, are critical to early breast cancer detection. 
The American Medical Association suggests that all 
women begin regular self-exams at the age of 20. You 
should also begin to get annual mammograms at age 40, 
unless you have a personal or family history that would 
lead to screening at a younger age. Talk to your doctor 
about how to properly perform a self-exam at home, as 
well as your genetic predisposition for breast cancer.

An estimated 220,000 women in the United States are diagnosed 
with breast cancer each year, and one in eight will be diagnosed 
during their lifetime. While breast cancer is a serious disease, 
most patients can go on to live a normal life with early detection 
and treatment. In fact, when breast cancer is detected early, in 
the localized stage, the five-year survival rate is 98 percent. 

A breast cancer diagnosis can be unexpected, and it can have 
a profound impact on a patient’s life. However, advances in 
treatment have allowed many women to overcome breast 
cancer. Understanding the risks associated with breast cancer 
and taking proactive steps toward early detection can greatly 
improve chances of survival. In this helpful guide, we explain 
breast cancer, how it is detected and treated and steps you can 
take to help detect it early.

What is Breast Cancer?

Breast cancer occurs when a mass of abnormal-looking cells 
forms in the breast. These cells may be confined to their place of 
origin, or they may spread into surrounding tissue or other parts 
of the body. There are three primary types of breast cancer:

  Lobular carcinoma: This is considered a pre-cancer, which 
is a marker that indicates a higher risk of developing breast 
cancer. Lobular carcinoma forms in milk-producing glands 
in the breast and rarely spreads to surrounding tissue.

  Ductal carcinoma: This is the most common type of breast 
cancer. It begins in the milk ducts but may spread to the 
surrounding tissue if left untreated. 

  Inflammatory breast cancer: This is a rare but aggressive 
form of ductal carcinoma that grows very quickly. It may 
resemble a breast infection because the breasts appear red 
and swollen.

Symptoms of Breast Cancer

Symptoms of breast cancer may include:

	 •	 	Lumps	or	masses	in	the	breast	that	feel	different	than	
the surrounding tissue

	 •	 	Breast	pain	or	tenderness

	 •	 	Changes	in	size,	shape,	texture	or	color	of	the	breasts

	 •	 	Nipple	changes	or	fluid	discharge

	 •	 	Swelling	in	the	armpit,	along	the	breastbone	or	
collarbone or at the sides of the neck

If you experience any of these symptoms, even if a recent 
mammogram was normal, you should schedule an appointment 
with your doctor as soon as possible.
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Genetic Counseling

It is estimated that 5 to 10 percent of breast cancer is 
hereditary. Genetic counseling helps patients assess their 
family’s risk for cancer for the purpose of promoting 
awareness,	early	detection	and	prevention.	Our	Cancer	
Genetic	Counseling	Program	is	an	invaluable	resource	for	
families who want to assess their future cancer risk. 

Our genetic counselors are specially trained healthcare 
professionals with advanced graduate education and 
expertise in medical genetics and counseling. They are 
here to help you through the genetic testing process. 
Genetic counseling requires up to two visits. During your 
sessions, our counselors will:

	 •	 	Discuss	the	risks,	benefits	and	limitations	of	genetic	
testing

	 •	 	Give	you	up-to-date	information	about	cancer	genetics

	 •	 	Review	your	family’s	medical	history	to	determine	if	
you have hereditary risk factors

	 •	 	Review	your	test	results	and	discuss	screening	and	
managing your medical history going forward

Our counselors are dedicated to providing your family with 
quality, comprehensive service for cancer risk assessment. 
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Causes and Risk Factors

While the exact cause of breast cancer is unknown, several risk 
factors make it more likely for you to develop it. Some of these 
factors include:

 Age: Breast cancer risk increases with age.

  Personal or family history: If you have had breast cancer 
in one breast, you have an increased risk of developing 
cancer in the other breast. Also, if your mother, sister or 
daughter was diagnosed with breast cancer, your risk of 
breast cancer is increased. 

  Other risk factors: The use of hormone replacement 
therapy, delaying pregnancy or never becoming pregnant 
are also risk factors for breast cancer. Having one or more 
of these risk factors doesn’t necessarily mean you’ll develop 
breast cancer. In fact, many women who develop breast 
cancer have no known risk factors other than simply being 
women. If you are concerned about risk factors, talk to 
your doctor about early detection.

Diagnosis and Staging

The diagnosis process is important for determining the presence 
and severity of breast cancer, as well as prescribing the best 
available treatment plan.During your visit, your doctor will take 
a thorough family history and perform a physical exam. 

Breast imaging tests, such as a mammogram or ultrasound may 
be recommended. If your doctor finds a suspicious breast lump 
or if the imaging tests show an area of concern, he or she may 
recommend a biopsy. 

After tissue has been removed during the biopsy, it will be 
sent to pathology for examination under a microscope. The 
pathologist will then determine if cancer cells are present or 
not. This process may take several days. Once the process is 
complete, your doctor will discuss the results with you. If the 
biopsy shows that cancer cells are present, other imaging and lab 
tests may be needed.

Once breast cancer has been diagnosed, more tests may be done 
to determine if the cancer has spread from the breast to other 
parts of the body. This is called staging, and it helps your doctor 
plan treatment.



Treatment at the Breast Care Center

Each case of breast cancer is unique, and a variety of treatment 
options may be available depending on the type of breast cancer, 
its stage and grade, hormone sensitivity and your overall health. 
At	the	Breast	Care	Center,	our	multidisciplinary	team	of	expert	
surgical, medical and radiation oncologists, along with plastic 
and reconstructive surgeons, collectively evaluates each case to 
determine the best possible outcome for our patients.

Breast Cancer Surgery

One of the most common treatments for breast cancer is surgery, 
and many women also receive additional treatments, such as 
chemotherapy or radiation. Surgery may include the removal 
of just the cancer, known as lumpectomy, or it may call for the 
removal of one or both breasts, known as mastectomy. Surgery 
may also be required to remove one or several lymph nodes.

For patients who require a mastectomy or choose to undergo 
the procedure, breast reconstruction may be an option. Our 
dedicated team of breast cancer and reconstructive surgeons 
works	together	to	offer	treatment	options	that	preserve	the	
breast’s natural appearance following reconstruction, while also 
being mindful of each patient’s end-to-end treatment process.

Chemotherapy

Chemotherapy	uses	drugs	to	destroy	cancer	cells.	It	is	sometimes	
given before surgery to shrink the size of the tumor, making 
it easier for the surgeon to remove the cancer. It may also be 
necessary after surgery if the cancer is likely to return or spread 
to another part of the body.

There	are	some	common	side	effects	caused	by	chemotherapy,	
including nausea, vomiting, hair loss, fatigue and an increased 
risk	of	infection.	Other	side	effects	can	include	damage	to	the	
heart and kidneys, premature menopause, nerve damage and 
blood cell cancer, though these are extremely rare.

Radiation Therapy

Radiation	therapy	is	a	key	part	of	the	cancer	treatment	 
process that is often used following surgery. It involves using 
high-powered energy beams to target and kill residual cancer 
cells in the breast, chest wall or nearby nodes after surgery. 
It may also be used to alleviate symptoms that result from 
advanced-stage disease.

The most common form of radiation therapy is known as 
external beam radiation. This involves using a machine that 

directs	the	energy	beams	at	the	part	of	your	body	affected	by	
cancer. Alternatively, radiation can also be performed by placing 
radioactive material inside your body. This process is referred to 
as brachytherapy.

Like chemotherapy, radiation therapy commonly causes several 
side	effects.	These	include	fatigue	and	a	temporary	rash	at	the	
location of the treatment. Breast tissue may also appear swollen 
or more firm. Although rare, more serious problems may occur, 
such as damage to surrounding organs.

Endocrine or Hormone-Blocking Therapy

If tests show that the breast cancer cells contain estrogen and 
progesterone receptors, you may be given hormone-blocking 
therapy. Hormone-blocking therapy is used to change the way 
hormones in the body help cancers grow. This may be done by 
using drugs that block the action of hormones or by performing 
surgery that removes hormone-producing organs, such as  
the ovaries.

Hormone-blocking therapy is typically used in conjunction 
with some combination of surgery, radiation therapy and 
chemotherapy. By incorporating hormone-blocking therapy  
into your treatment plan, it can help decrease the chance of  
your cancer returning. If the cancer has already spread, 
hormone-blocking therapy may help to shrink and control it.
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If you are experiencing breast pain, tenderness or swelling, or if you notice 
prolonged	changes	in	breast	appearance,	such	as	redness	or	inflammation,	contact	

us today. Our caring and knowledgeable specialists are here to help.

Make an appointment with a UF Health Cancer Center – 
Orlando Health physician by calling 321.843.7773.

Guide to Understanding Breast Cancer

Nutritional Counseling

Maintaining a healthy and balanced diet is an important part of 
any cancer treatment plan. Our registered, licensed dietitians work 
with our medical team to provide you with nutrition education 
and support before, during and after treatment. 

Our services include individualized meal plans, education on 
healthy eating and ongoing follow-up visits for a healthy lifestyle 
after	treatment.	We	also	offer	a	specialized	nutrition	class	for	
our breast cancer patients undergoing treatment. Our nutrition 
services are available at no cost to our patients.

Integrative Medicine Program

Our Integrative Medicine program is designed to promote your 
well-being and nurture hope throughout your treatment. Our 
team of doctors and nurses collaborates with our Integrative 
Medicine team to provide complimentary support services 
through	our	Cancer	Support	Community,	Artist-in-Residence	
program,	Spiritual	Care	department,	and	Patient	and	Family	
Counseling	department.

Survivorship Clinic

This follow-up program provides care to patients who have 
survived cancer or are in long-term therapy to prevent cancer 
from returning, or to those at high risk of developing breast 
cancer in the future. 

Our Approach to Treatment

At	the	UF	Health	Cancer	Center	–	Orlando	Health,	we	
understand how difficult the journey through breast cancer  
can be. Our goal is to support you with a team of knowledgeable 
and caring physicians who are focused on helping you overcome 
this disease.

Our	team	of	experts	aims	to	develop	the	most	effective	treatment	
plan for each of our patients. Through our multidisciplinary 
approach, we leverage the best of many minds to eliminate 
cancer and minimize recurrence, while focusing on survival and 
quality of life. Our commitment is to provide our patients with 
hope through outstanding, personalized care.


