
 

Breast asymmetry after cancer treatment
affects quality of life, study finds

July 9 2008

Most women with breast cancer assume that surgery to preserve their
breast will be less disfiguring than a mastectomy that removes the entire
breast.

But nearly one-third of women reported pronounced asymmetry between
their breasts, and that perceived disfigurement greatly affects a woman's
quality of life after treatment, according to a new study by researchers at
the University of Michigan Comprehensive Cancer Center.

The researchers found that compared to women with little to no breast
asymmetry, women whose affected breast looked significantly different
were twice as likely to fear their cancer recurring and to have symptoms
of depression. These women were also more likely to perceive
themselves as less healthy and to feel stigmatized by their breast cancer
treatment.

"We found that one of the most important factors of post-operative
quality of life and satisfaction was post-operative asymmetry or the
aesthetic outcome that women experienced after their surgery," says lead
study author Jennifer Waljee, M.D., M.P.H., a resident in general
surgery at the U-M Medical School.

Results of the study appear in the July 10 Journal of Clinical Oncology.

Many women who are diagnosed with breast cancer will have a choice
between breast conserving surgery, in which just the tumor and a margin
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of surrounding tissue are removed, and mastectomy, which removes the
entire breast. Reconstructive surgery is an option after mastectomy but
also can help correct asymmetry from breast conserving surgery.

"It's important for women to think about all of those issues at the time
that they're making their surgical decision and realize that although
breast conserving surgery may or may not be less disfiguring than
mastectomy, they're likely to experience some asymmetry afterwards
that may impact their quality of life," Waljee says.

Typically, surgeons counsel mastectomy patients before surgery on the
types of aesthetic changes they can expect. Women who undergo breast
conserving surgery may not be receiving the same level of counseling,
the researchers suggest, leaving them with inaccurate expectations of
what their breast will look like after surgery.

"It's important for breast surgeons to have an open and honest dialog
with their patients so that they understand patients' expectations before
surgery and can better address post-operative recovery needs," Waljee
says.

In the United States, 182,460 women will be diagnosed with breast
cancer this year and 40,480 will die from the disease, according to the
American Cancer Society.

Source: University of Michigan
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