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Will breast self-examination save lives?

SIR,-Mortality from breast cancer has not
materially altered despite improved treatment
options.' Although it is unproved that earlier
detection can lead to improved survival, none
the less your contributor Professor Michael
Baum (16 January, p 142) remains in favour of
breast self-examination. It is known that the
smaller the tumour the better the prognosis.
Duncan and Kerr, in a review of the age-
correlated survival rates of 983 women, state,
"Those with small cancers had a significantly
higher survival rate and a significantly reduced
probability of dying of cancer."2 Foster and his
colleagues in a study of 355 patients found
that "More frequent performance of breast
self-examination was associated with more
favourable clinical stage" and that women
practising self-examination present with
tumours of a smaller size than those who do
not.3 If we accept these and other opinions,
breast self-examination has an important
contribution to make in the management of
breast cancer. How far has this principle been
accepted? Do women regularly examine their
own breasts and how many have received medi-
cal advice on the subject ?

One hundred and ninety-two nurses aged from
17 to 55 were asked if they regularly examined their
own breasts, and if they had received tuition on self-
examination from a medical practitioner. Since
nurses are likely to be more aware of breast disease
and of self-examination as a means of early detec-
tion, a questionnaire was issued to 47 office workers
of similar age.
Of the 239 women questioned, 101 (42 %)

regularly examined their own breasts-83 of the
192 nurses (43 %) and 18 of the 47 office workers
(38 %), with no significant difference between the
two groups (p=0 66). Only 61 of the 239 women
(25 %) had received medical instruction in self-
examination: 44 of the 192 nurses (23 %) and 17 of
the 47 office workers (36 %). Self-examination of
the breast was commoner in those women who had
been taught than in those who had not. Forty of
the 61 who had been taught (66 %) examined their
breasts regularly, compared with 61 of the un-
tutored 178 (34 %). Only three of the 44 women in
the under-20 age group had received tuition; 12
practised self-examination.

In the groups studied breast self-examina-
tion is infrequent despite publicity in both the
medical and the lay press and health education
campaigns.4 Few women had received instruc-
tion in breast self-examination. The lowest

proportion receiving instruction is in the youn-
ger age groups. Why 21 of the 61 shown how
to do it should not continue may be related to
fear or an attitude of "It can't happen to me."
Alternatively, not enough emphasis may have
been placed on the importance of the practice
at the time of demonstration, although the
large-scale Finnish "Mamaprogram," which
consists of "person-to-person education and
instruction," had a similar failure rate.5
As a screening technique offering early

detection of breast cancer with a potential for
major improvement in prognosis, breast self-
examination, as Professor Baum points out, is
unlikely to do any harm. Certainly it merits
more serious attention than it currently re-
ceives.
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