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By Jul ie Jocobs

he lace of breast cancer is changing anrl no longer r:e-

stricted to'wrinkles, age spots or even fine lines. One in

20 v'omen rvith breast cancer is diagnosed before age

40, according to the iourn:rl Crtncer Statistics, and the Ameri-

can (lancer Socicty estimates that ofthe hundreds ofthousands

of new- cases occurring each year; roughly 6.1 percent involve

women ilnder 40. V&ile breast cancer in this population is not

as cornlnon as it is in the 4O-plus set, the facts remain thar the

disease is the leading cause ofcarcer-related deaths in younger

rvomen and it affects them di*erently than their older counter-

parrs, both physically and psychologically.
'fo start, delays in diagnosis are frequent, due to a mindset

that rvomen under 40 are too young to have the disease, rvhich
in turn leads to warning signs bcing ignored. I)iagnosis in gen-

eral is more diJficult in younger women, because rtreir breast

tissue tends to be denser. Often, the cancer is in an advanced

stage bv the tirne a lump can actually be felt.

Breast cancer is tl.picallv more aggre.ssive in those under
40, with larger an<1 higher-grad.e rumors rhar are less responsive

to therap).. Additionally, its recurrence rate is higher and its
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The Young Survivol Coslition (YSC) is o nonprofit odvococy
group dedicoled to the speci{ic needs and concerns of young
women wiih breosi concer. YSC works to increose the omount
of reseorch done on breosl concer in younger women, ond to
provide oge-sppropriote resources ond supporl {or these
women during ond ofter treoimeni. The orgonizotiorr lob-
bies reseorcher,s ond legisloiors ond colloborotes wifh other:
concer-f ig.hl ing groups, including lhe Americon Concer
Society. For more informoiion, visil www.youngsurvivol.org.
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survival rate is lo'"ver. Risk factors that are especia.lly relevant

to the younger female population include use ofbirth control

pills, exposure to radiation, smoking, a history ol miscarriage

or induccd abortion, ant{ treatment {br Hodgl<iris disease.

Younger women also usually contend with concerns that

can have a long-term impact on their quaiiw of lift. They may

be more prone to having issues with body irazrge, particularly

after surgery, along with intirnacy problems as rhey date and

pursue relationships. t*or those wanting to sraft a fami11,, ilfss-

tility can result from therapeutic interventions. Ycrunger wom-

ell, rnany of whom mav be singie, can face financiai hardships

as well, if their incorie and health insurance are ieooardized
due to extended tirne aw,ay' frorn uorl< ro receivc rreatmcnt.

Despite what is already l<nown, research into why ir is so
has been stunted to some degree. Limited stuclies to clate h.ave
confinued to explore the link benveen oral contraceprives and
breasr cancer. They also have shown that the biological aspecrs
divergc between younger and older rvomen w.hen ir comes to
immune function, tum.or origin and develclpment, and gcnc
expression (r,vhen a 1;ene "tnlr"rs on" to produce an enzyme
or other chemica-l in the bodrl. Invesfigarors theorize that
breast cancer in women under 40 is more likely to be esrrogen
receptor-negatiYe, meaning it is not driven by the hormone es-
trogen, anc{ that it ma1. indicate a muration of the BRCA gene,
normally a rumor suppressor. Research further suggests the
Inore corrrfiron incidence of HER2 (hunian epiclermal gro*'th
factor receptor-2) positive breast canccr in youngcr \\/ofireni
this gro,uvth lactor promotes cancer-cell gro\,vth a.nd its associ-
ated form of the disease is deemed more aggressive than other
rypes of breast cancer.

\(hat is universal {br all wornen is the lrenefit of preven-

tion strategies to reduce rhe risk of devcloping breast cancer.
These includ.e maintaining a healthy weight, exer:cising regu-
larly, curbing alcohol intake, and avoiding exposure to polL"rt-
ants in the environmenr. Breast-feeding rnay oflbr protecrion
as well. A

For more informotion: breosfconcerorg; mayoclinic.com; ncbinirn.nih.gov/pubned/; webMD.cc,m; www.youngsurvivo!.org
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