
BREAST CANCER
WHAT IS IT?

BREAST CANCER OCCURS WHEN CANCEROUS 
CELLS ARE FOUND IN THE BREAST AREA (WHICH 
RANGES FROM THE ARMPIT TO THE BREASTBONE 
AND UP TO THE COLLARBONE).

Should I be concerned? 

There are different factors that can put a person at a greater 
risk of developing breast cancer. It’s important to be aware 
of your risks so that you can take measures to decrease 
them and begin screening for cancer at an appropriate time. 
The majority of breast cancers (52%) occur in women that 
are between 50 and 69 years old. Eighty percent of Canadian 
women are at average risk and one to two percent are at a 
higher risk of developing breast cancer. 

What causes breast cancer? 

Unfortunately, breast cancer is a complex disease with  
no single cause. It is a combination of many internal and  
external factors; some that are modifiable and others that 
are not. Researchers are continuing to investigate the  
relationship between these internal and external factors. 
Some of the factors that increase, or may increase, ones risk are: 
• Being female 
• Being 50 to 69 years old 
•  Having a previous history of breast cancer or immediate 

family member with breast cancer 
• Having dense breasts 
• Early age of first menstruation 
• Late menopause 
• Late pregnancy or no pregnancy 
• Moderate to heavy drinking (>1 drink a day) 
• Smoking or exposure to second-hand smoke 
•  Taking combined hormone replacement therapy for a 

long period of time 
• Exposure to chemicals that change DNA.

How can I reduce my risk? 

While there are some factors you can’t control (e.g., 
gender, age), there are some you can. For example, 
living a healthy lifestyle can help reduce your breast 
cancer risk. Having a healthy body weight, eating a 
well-balanced diet, getting regular physical activity, 
limiting alcohol consumption, breastfeeding your 
baby, and quitting smoking are all excellent ways to 
not only reduce your risk for breast cancer, but to 
reduce your risk for many other chronic diseases as 
well. You should also limit your exposure to any  
toxic chemicals both at home and at work.

All women should be breast aware; knowing what is 
normal for them even if they get regular screening 
done. It is important to perform self-breast exams of 
the entire breast area by feeling from the collarbone 
to under the armpits. Notify your primary healthcare 
provider if you notice any unusual changes with  
your breasts.

What kind of screening is available?  

If you are between the ages of 50 and 74, it is 
recommended that, in addition to self-breast exams 
and clinical breast exams you have a screening 
mammogram every two years. A mammogram is 
currently the most accurate way to detect breast 
cancer early. Use the breast cancer screening  
assessment located on the back of this page to help 
you determine your risk level and the recommended 
next steps you should take.

The majority of breast cancers (52%) occur in women 
that are between 50 and 69 years old. 

If breast cancer is caught early, there is a greater chance of 
treating it successfully. In fact, 90% of women are able to 
recover fully with early detection. 



CANCER SCREENING ASSESSMENT - BREAST
Breast Cancer Screening (Females)Ü

¨ Continue to lead a healthy lifestyle  
         and follow your provincial  cancer
         screening recommendations

LOW RISK
Recommended Next Steps:  

¨ A lump or dimpling

¨ Changes in your nipple or fluid  
          leaking from the nipple

¨ Skin changes or redness that does  
          not go away

¨ Any other noticeable changes  
          in your breasts 

¨ Personal history of breast cancer

¨ Currently have breast implants

HIGH RISK
Do you currently have any of the  
following problems with your breasts?

¨ See your healthcare provider as soon
         as possible for screening recommendations
         
         

Recommended Next Steps:  

Ü

YES

¨ First degree relative with breast cancer 

¨ Radiation therapy to chest before age 30  

¨ A known genetic profile that puts  
         you at higher risk for breast cancer

¨ A family history that indicates a
         lifetime risk of breast cancer that has
         been confirmed through genetic  
         assessment 

INCREASED RISK
Do you have any of the following?  

¨ Have you talked to  
         your healthcare  
         provider about your 
         family and medical 
         history for breast  
         cancer?

¨ Complete  
         recommended breast
         cancer screening test(s)

Recommended 
Next Steps:  

¨ Talk to your healthcare
          provider about referral
          for High Risk breast
          cancer screening  
          program   

Recommended 
Next Steps:  

Ü

YES

Ü

YES

Ü

NO

¨ Are you between the age of 50-74?          

AVERAGE RISK
¨ Continue to complete
         mammogram every  
         2 years     

Recommended 
Next Steps:  

¨ Book a mammogram at an
         Ontario Breast Screening 
         Program (OBSP) location.          
         Call 1800-668-9304  
         OR ask your healthcare 
         provider to refer you 
         to an OBSP site

Recommended 
Next Steps:  

 ¨ Have you had  
              a Mammogram  
              in the last 2 years?          

Ü

YES

Ü

YES

Ü

NO

Ü
NO

Ü
NO

    GUIDE TO USING SCREENING TOOL
    1. Start assessment at HIGH RISK.
    2. Check all boxes that apply.
    3. Follow the arrows to reach Recommended Next Steps. 

Ü
NO
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