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FACING THE DISEASE 

Meet Marissa Thomas (left) and Jasmine Souers – two breast cancer survivors 

changing the game for women of color in the breast cancer community.



8  l  PSN: BREAST RECONSTRUCTION 2021

COVER STORY

Women of 
Color Deserve 
to be Seen”
Jasmine Souers and Marissa Thomas 
struggled to find breast cancer survivors who 
looked like them after their diagnosis. As 
young Black women with concerns about 
keloids and hypertrophic scars – a greater 
risk for ethnic patients with darker skin 
pigmentation – they turned to the Internet 
and social media platforms to find images of 
Black and Brown women with mastectomy 
and reconstruction scars, but their search 
yielded no results. The stories and faces 
of women of color in the breast cancer 
community seemed impossible to find. 

“When I first searched for Black women 
with mastectomies, I started getting black-
and-white images of white women,” Jasmine 
recalls. “I was confused and initially thought 
my doctors were giving me an option that 
other Black women weren’t given. As a 
young Black woman, it didn’t seem like 
there was a place for me while trying to find 
photos of other Black survivors. I felt like 
an outlier.”

Jasmine, of Jacksonville, Fla., and 
Marissa, of Seattle, became friends online 
before they met in-person at the 2019 
Young Survival Coalition Summit. The 
conference opened their eyes to racial 
disparities in breast cancer care, including 
the staggering mortality rates among Black 
women and the underrepresentation of 
women of color in clinical trials. As they 
watched and listened to the women of color 
in the room, they noticed a frustration that 
mirrored their own. The moment solidified 
their shared goal to change the narrative.

 “In communities of color, there’s a 
perception that we don’t want to talk about 
our weaknesses, struggles and health, but 
it’s those things that connect us to other 
people because we know we are not in it 
alone,” Jasmine says. 

Jasmine and Marissa joined forces 
after the conference to challenge health 
disparities and help women of color feel 
visible during their breast cancer journey. 
In 2019, they launched For the Breast of 
Us, the first inclusive online community 
for women of color affected by the disease, 
to empower all women of color through 
education, advocacy and community. 

“There are several spaces solely 
dedicated to Black women, so we decided 
to go against the grain and harness the 

collective power of marginalized voices,” 
Jasmine says. “It’s one of the things that sets 
us apart from the work being done in these 
spaces. A lot of us took our search online 
because it’s so difficult to find women we 
connect with in our local communities. 
Giving women a space to support other 
women while they are going through the 
struggle is powerful.” 

“We knew there were disparities all 
around, so we wanted to make sure their 
voices were heard collectively and not 
siloed,” Marissa adds. 

Rewriting the narrative 
When a powerful photo series of breast 
cancer survivors baring their mastectomy 
tattoos went viral a few years ago, Jasmine 
concedes she was astonished – and 
disappointed – at the glaring absence of 
Black and Brown women. The mainstream 
narrative often overlooks women of color, 
she notes. 

To that end, Jasmine and Marissa 
have set out to amplify the experiences of 
marginalized voices through campaigns 
that let the women in their community 
define and share their stories. Their latest 
#WhenYouSeeUs photo series celebrates 
the visual diversity of their Breast Cancer 
Baddies community. The campaign features 
Jasmine and Marissa alongside Baddie 
ambassadors of different ethnicities, 
cancer stages, sizes, ages, socioeconomic 
backgrounds and surgery types, ranging 
from bilateral mastectomies and aesthetic 
flat closures to lumpectomies and implant-
based reconstruction. What started off 
as a branding photoshoot for marketing 
materials evolved into a campaign that 
garnered international attention and 
sparked a conversation about representation 
in breast cancer care. 

“When the photos came out, we 
started to realize it was much bigger than 
a brochure or website photos,” Jasmine 
says. “We needed people to understand we 
weren’t just highlighting the experiences 
of Black women. We have women from 

“

Jasmine Souers and 
Marissa Thomas 
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different cultures who feel as strongly as we 
do, and the campaign was a big moment 
for them. 

“The photos gave a face and body to 
breast cancer,” she continues. “We are 
becoming the women we looked for when 
we were diagnosed, and we are demanding 
the industry to add the ‘and’ – we are Black 
women, we are Latina women, we are 
Asian/Pacific Islander women, and this 
is how we feel. The campaign showed we 
are multidimensional. A one-size-fits-all 
approach will not work when it comes 
to treating us. We want to be treated like 
people and not like diseases and stereotypes. 
That means considering the ‘and.’ ”

Marissa hopes their campaign will 
challenge other organizations to follow 
suit and include the experiences and 
faces of women of color in their breast 
cancer campaigns. You won’t be able to 
find similar photos of Black and Brown 
women diagnosed with breast cancer online, 
she points out.

“We are pushing the envelope and it is 
opening other people’s eyes to ask, ‘Why 
aren’t we doing this?’ ” she says. “When they 
do similar shoots, they don’t include us. 
We are usually included in that space as an 
afterthought – or they are showing the same 
two faces in the breast cancer community 
instead of a full range of women of all 
shapes, sizes and surgeries. Hopefully, they 
are open to change and it’s not a moment 
in a movement. Jasmine and I are going to 
continue to push the envelope. We are not 
doing this for the moment.” 

Since launching the campaign, the duo 
has received an outpouring of support and 
appreciation from breast cancer patients and 
survivors nationwide. Women frequently 
reach out to express gratitude for helping 
them feel seen and heard, Marissa notes. 

“We deserve to see images of women 
who look like us and are going through the 
same thing,” Marissa says. “So many women 
have told us, ‘This is what it feels like to be 
seen’ or ‘I just had surgery and now I know 
it’s OK for me to show my scars.’ We’re 

also showing beautiful Black and Brown 
women from all different shapes and sizes. 
#WhenYouSeeUs gives them an idea of what 
they will look like. It may seem small to 
some people, but it is so powerful to us. 
Women of color deserve to be seen.”  

Closing the gap
Research shows ethnic disparities exist in 
breast cancer care and prognosis. According 
to the American Cancer Society, Black 
women are more likely to develop triple-
negative breast cancer than women of other 
races due to poorer short-term prognosis 
and represent only 6.2 percent of cancer 
clinical trials; Hispanic women are more 
likely to be diagnosed with tumors that are 
larger and hormone receptor-negative than 
non-Hispanic white women and comprise 
only 2.2 percent of cancer clinical trials; and 
Asian/Pacific Islander women represent 
only 3.3 percent of cancer clinical trials 
and have seen their incidence of breast 
cancer increase steadily. Women of color 
are also less likely aware of their breast 
reconstruction options after diagnosis. 

“I had to advocate for myself 
because doctors wouldn’t give me all the 
information, and I wasn’t given many 
options,” says Jasmine, who was initially 

misdiagnosed at age 25 and accurately 
diagnosed with stage 1 breast cancer 
seven months later. She opted to undergo 
implant-based reconstruction following 
her bilateral mastectomy in 2017. “Almost 
all of my breast tissue was infected when 
they finally caught it, so I knew I was going 
to lose one breast. I decided to have both 
breasts removed for peace of mind.” 

Marissa, diagnosed with stage 2 breast 
cancer right before her 36th birthday, 
underwent a lumpectomy and two breast 
reconstruction surgeries in 2016. She says 
For the Breast of Us is shifting the narrative 
around breast reconstruction, so women of 
color know their options. 

 “Women didn’t have many options 
outside of a mastectomy or radiation 
during our grandmothers’ era,” Marissa 
says. “Today, there are different types of 
breast reconstruction options available 
and more board-certified plastic surgeons. 
We are giving women their power back by 
letting them know they have many different 
options, and they can still live their best life 
in whatever way that looks to them. We 
want them to feel empowered to ask their 
surgeons certain questions or get a second 
opinion, which doesn’t always happen in our 
communities.”

“#WhenYouSeeUs, do not censor our scars or dismiss us as ‘too young.’ 
Do not treat us as mere statistics. When you see us, include us.”
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Marissa and Jasmine are also providing 
webinars to give women an opportunity to 
engage with board-certified plastic surgeons 
and breast reconstruction patients. 

ASPS member Frederick Durden, 
MD, of Cancer Treatment Centers of 
America Atlanta, says participating in their 
webinar helped him understand better 
the hardships tied to misinformation and 
poor communication.

“Listening to the attendees’ candid 
discussions about their experiences helped 
me improve how I interacted with my 
patients,” Dr. Durden says. “We understand 
women of color have disparities that put 
them at a disadvantage in terms of survival 
and recurrence rates. Improving the care we 
deliver to breast cancer patients starts with 
patient education. That’s where For the 
Breast of Us comes in. These women can 
speak freely about their issues and concerns 
and share knowledge with women who 
look like them in a safe space. The work 
they are doing is outstanding.”

Dr. Durden commends Jasmine’s and 
Marissa’s efforts to equip women of color 
with information about reconstruction 
so that they can advocate for themselves 
throughout their treatment. It’s necessary 
work, he notes. 

“More women of color are aware of 
their options because of groups like For the 
Breast of Us, but we are still far behind and 
have a long way to go,” Dr. Durden says. 
“It’s 2021, and I still have women of color 
tell me they weren’t informed of breast 
reconstruction options at their diagnosis, or 
they were only informed of one procedure. 
They should have the option of knowing 
what’s possible and not be limited to the 
physicians taking care of them. 

“Breast reconstruction is not right for 
every woman, but it will definitely improve 
some patients’ quality of life,” he continues. 
“There shouldn’t be a patient going through 
this process who doesn’t know all of her 
options. We have not gotten to the point 
where everyone with this diagnosis has the 
information to make a decision. There’s still 
work to be done to close the gap.”

Beacon of hope 
While searching for a plastic surgeon for 
her upcoming reconstruction procedure, 
Marissa says she was adamant about asking 
certain questions to ensure her concerns 
were addressed – a lesson she learned while 
navigating her own treatment. 

“I know that I develop keloids whenever 
my skin is cut, so I had to make sure I found 
a plastic surgeon who could treat keloids,” 
she explains. “I told the office the plastic 
surgeon’s gender didn’t matter, but I did ask 
if they had a surgeon who knows how to 
treat ethnic skin. Thankfully, my first plastic 
surgeon was a Black woman, and she knew 
what prescriptions I needed to help with my 
scars. Asking those types of questions throws 
people off, but it’s a real concern for us.” 

Jasmine and Marissa say they will 
continue placing a demand on the healthcare 
industry and the breast cancer community to 
be seen and acknowledged. 

“When you’re dealing with a community 
that has a long history of medical mistrust, 
it doesn’t help when you feel like medical 
providers aren’t used to treating people who 
look like you, or they aren’t familiar with 
your skin type or culture,” Jasmine says. 
“Little things like that can make a significant 
difference in the way we navigate treatment. 
Our experiences deserve to be considered. 
We want our concerns to be taken seriously.” 

Jasmine and Marissa hold down 
full-time jobs outside of their voluntary 

positions as the Chief Visionary Officer and 
Chief Executive Office of their organization 
and they work tirelessly to pay it forward 
and help the women behind them overcome 
the barriers they faced during their breast 
cancer journey. They want their online 
platform to be a welcoming space for 
women of color at any stage of their journey 
who search for community, imagery and 
stories of women who look like themselves 
– a beacon of hope for the thriver of color, 
so she doesn’t feel alone or forgotten. 

“Everyone deserves to have hope,” 
Jasmine says, adding that her faith helped 
her through challenging times. “Imagine 
going through a life-altering situation 
that impacts your body, mental health, 
relationships and job and you’re trying to 
find people who can identify with your 
experience, but none of them look like you. 
That feels hopeless. When you come into 
a place and connect with women who look 
like you and can relate to your experiences, 
it gives you hope. 

“At the end of the day, we want 
to change the narrative and shift the 
paradigm,” she continues. “We want women 
to live longer lives and their best lives, and 
that starts with hope.”

For more information about For the Breast 
of Us and to view photos and stories from the 
#WhenYouSeeUs campaign, visit  
breastofus.com/whenyouseeus/.

“#WhenYouSeeUs, understand women of color face multiple barriers, 
such as gender, racial, ethnic and other disparities. Be an advocate for 
us as we navigate life with breast cancer.”




