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 Screening and Early Detection

of Breast Cancer

Breast cancer develops when cancer cells begin to multiply out of control in the breast tissue. It is the most 

common cancer to affect Canadian women: one in nine women will develop the disease in their lifetime. Men 

can get breast cancer too, but it is very rare.

Early detection can find cancer cells (or pre-cancerous conditions) often before any symptoms start to show. 

If cancerous cells are found when they are still at any early stage the chances of successful treatment and 

survival increase. Many women are alive today because their breast cancer was detected early.

What You Can Do

         

       

The BC Cancer Agency recommends the following guidelines for mammography screening.

Age What You Can Do
40–49 Talk to your doctor about your risk of breast cancer, along with the benefits and limitations of 

mammography.
50–74 Have a mammogram every two years.
75+ Talk to your doctor about how often you should have a mammogram.

screening & early
detection

Mammograms are currently the best tool we have for detecting 

breast cancer early. A low-dose x-ray machine takes detailed images 

of the breasts from different angles. Lumps and other changes in 

breast tissue will show up, even if they are too small to be felt by 

hand. The Screening Mammography Program in BC provides free 

screening mammograms for eligible BC women age 40 and up.  

Eligibility depends on a number of factors. If you have an immediate 

relative with breast cancer, or if you have breast enhancements like 

implants or injections, you should talk to your doctor.
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Most lumps are not cancerous. If your mammogram shows an abnormality you will need to have follow-up 

tests to find out if it is cancer or not. These tests may include additional mammograms, a breast ultrasound or 

a biopsy. Waiting for the test results can be stressful. Remember that the problem may be something much 

less serious than cancer (for example, a cyst).

Talk to Your Doctor

1 –BC Cancer Agency - Screening Mammography Program 2014 Annual Report

Know Your Breasts
Many women discover their own breast cancer by noticing changes in the look or feel of their breasts. In 

fact, becoming familiar with your breasts — no matter what your age — is one of the most important things 

you can do to maintain your breast health. There is no right or wrong way to check your breasts. Experts 

used to suggest a particular method be used every month. However, newer research has shown that this 

isn’t necessary. If something doesn’t feel normal, talk to your doctor.

What to Watch For
It may be normal for your breasts to be lumpy or tender before your period. Breast tissue changes with age, 

too. Understanding what is normal for you will help you recognize changes and know what to report to your 

doctor. If you notice any of the following changes you should talk to your doctor:

• A lump or swelling in the breast or armpit.

• A change in breast size or shape.

Did You Know?

The current data show that 
only 60% of BC women aged 
50–69 have regular mammo-

grams1.

All women should talk to their doctor about their 

individual risk of developing breast cancer — even if 

you have no family history of the disease. Most women 

who develop breast cancer have no family history of 

the disease. Other risk factors are important (see 

below). Your doctor can assess your risks and discuss 

risk-reduction strategies with you, and answer any 

questions you may have about the benefits and risks of 

mammography.

http://www.screeningbc.ca/NR/rdonlyres/37F19607-0BB2-4F3A-A9D8-657D18FA04A8/73313/SMPAnnualReport2014WEBNovember2014.pdf
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• Dimpling, puckering or thickening of the skin.

• Redness, swelling or increased warmth in the breast.

• A nipple turning inwards.

• Discharge from the nipple.

• Crusting, scaling or ulcers on the nipple.

• Itching of the breast or nipple.

• Unusual breast tenderness or pain. 

There is no single cause of breast cancer, but some things can increase your chances of developing the 

disease. These are called risk factors. Having risk factors does not mean you will definitely develop breast 

cancer. It means that your chances of developing the disease are higher.


