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Mastectomy Not Always The Best Option
Maria Cheng, AP
New research suggests that women with gene mutations that predispose them to
breast cancer might not pay a huge price in survival if they choose to preserve their
breast instead of having it removed.
In a small study that observed women with BRCA gene mutations and different
types of cancer and treatments, patients had two to four times greater risk of a
cancer recurrence if they had only the cancerous lump removed instead of the
whole breast. However, their survival rates after 15 years appeared roughly similar,
although this type of study cannot prove that one treatment is as good as another.
Large studies have established that having a lumpectomy followed by radiation may
be as effective as a mastectomy for women with early-stage breast cancers.
However, it's not known if this is true for women with genes that predispose them to
cancer. Lumpectomies also are sometimes followed by chemotherapy and hormone
treatment such as tamoxifen depending on the size, type and spread of the cancer.
Dr. Lori Pierce, a professor of radiation oncology at the University of Michigan, and
her colleagues observed 655 breast cancer patients in Australia, Israel, Spain and
the United States, all of whom had genetic mutations that gave them a much higher
chance of getting the disease. After 15 years, women who had a breast removed
had about a six percent chance of a cancer relapse, compared with 24 percent of
women who kept their breasts. If the latter group added chemotherapy, their risk
dropped to about 12 percent.
The survival difference appeared much smaller: 87 percent of those who kept their
breasts and 89 percent of those who had the more drastic surgery were alive after
15 years. The difference was not statistically significant, but so few deaths occurred
in a study this size that it's hard to know if that would change with bigger or more
rigorous research.
“Breast conservation therapy ... with chemotherapy and hormonal therapy is a very
reasonable alternative,” Pierce said. Doctors said Pierce's findings should buy some
recently diagnosed breast cancer patients a bit of breathing room.
“These are convincing data that show women can keep their breast and not be
worse off,” said Dr. Alain Fourquet, head of radiation and oncology at the Institut
Curie in Paris. Fourquet is the chair of the European breast cancer conference and
was not linked to Pierce's study.
Maria Leadbeater, a clinical nurse specialist at Breast Cancer Care, said the findings
should change the discussions doctors have with breast cancer patients. “Surgeons
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may be able to give more weight to patients' thoughts and wishes,” she said. “If
both options are equally effective, then what the patient wants may become more
important.”
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