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Early detection is your best 
protection against breast cancer, 
so it pays to get to know your 
normal in Breast Cancer 
Awareness Month.    

In New Zealand, breast cancer is the most 
common cancer for women and 3300 
women will be diagnosed every year – 
that’s nine women each day. Around 70% 
of breast cancers are diagnosed in women 
over 50, but it’s important that you’re 
breast aware, no matter your age. 

Breast cancer in your 20s and 30s is 
uncommon, but not unheard of. Of all 
breast cancers diagnosed, around 6% will 
be in women under 40, but it can be more 
aggressive in younger women, so it’s really 
important to know what your breasts 
normally look and feel like from the age of 
20, and make time to check regularly for 
any changes. A Colmar Brunton survey, 
commissioned by Breast Cancer 
Foundation NZ, reveals that one in six Kiwi 
women under 45 never check their breasts 
for changes, and not knowing how to is the 
top reason women don’t self-check. 

There’s no ‘right’ way to 
check your breasts, but a 
good rule of thumb is ‘TLC’: 
touch, look and check. 

Using the pads of your fingers and 
pressing firmly, check your breasts 
(including up to the collarbone and under 
the armpit) for lumps or thickening. Look in 
the mirror to see if there are any skin, 
shape or nipple changes and then get any 
new or unusual changes checked out by 
your GP.

 

BCFNZ is excited to be bringing the 
Change & Check campaign to New 
Zealand this October, in partnership with 
broadcaster Sarah Gandy. The campaign 
was hugely successful in the UK, and will 
see stickers displaying the signs and 
symptoms of breast cancer added to retail 
and gym changing rooms across New 
Zealand. 

Our survey found that 37% of women 
under 45 don’t know what to look for 
when checking their breasts, so the 
Change & Check message is simple: know 
the warning signs of breast cancer and if 
you notice anything unusual, get checked 
out by a doctor straight away. Saving your 
life can be as easy as checking your breasts 
in the time it takes to get changed.  

Mammograms aren’t recommended for 
women under 40, so knowing the signs of 
breast cancer and knowing what’s normal 
for you can help you catch any unusual 
changes earlier. 

There are nine signs of breast 
cancer to be aware of:

• A lump, thickened area, or anything 
that feels different to any other area in 
your breast. This may be felt in the 
breast, armpit area or around the 
collarbone.

•  Dimples, puckering or dents (which can 
also appear on the underside of the 
breast).

•  Skin that looks like an oran ge peel, or 
reddening, inflammation or bruising on 
the breast. This can be a sign of 
inflammatory breast cancer, a rare but 
fast-growing cancer. 

•  Nipple changes, like a newly inverted 
nipple, crustiness around the nipple or 
discharge (without squeezing).

•  Changes in the size or shape of your 
breast (especially if it’s just in the one 
breast).

•  Unusual breast pain that doesn’t go 
away.

If you’re over 40, as well as self-checking, 
mammograms can help detect breast 
cancer early, before you even feel a lump. 
A mammogram is a health check – like a 
warrant of fitness for your body – and 
taking half an hour to have one every two 
years could save your life. The smallest 
cancer found by regular mammograms is 
2mm, while the average size of a lump you 
may feel by chance is 22mm. 

 
BCFNZ recommends that women consider 
having yearly mammograms from 40, as 
breast cancers tend to grow more quickly 
in younger women, and then every two 
years from the age of 50. Once you turn 
45, you’re eligible for BreastScreen 
Aotearoa’s free mammogram screening 
programme, and you can register by 
calling them on 0800 270 200. If you’ve 
never had a mammogram, or think you’re 
due for one, give BreastScreen Aotearoa a 
call and make an appointment.  

Breast Cancer Foundation 
NZ has been supporting 
those with breast cancer and 
their families for more than 
25 years. 

We fund rehabilitation, like physiotherapy 
and lymphoedema therapy, during and 
after treatment for breast cancer. We also 
fund counselling sessions for anyone who 
has had breast cancer, recently or a long 
time ago, and their families. Our online 
community mybc is a place for you to 
share your experience with others going 
through the same journey, and we 
welcome patients, survivors and 
supporters. BCFNZ also has a specialist 
nurse advice line, where nurses can answer 
your questions about breast health, cancer 
treatment or support. Get in touch with 
our nurses for free at 0800 226 8773.

Breast Cancer Foundation NZ has plenty 
on during Breast Cancer Awareness 
Month, from our Pink Ribbon Walks and 
the Pink Ribbon Street Appeal to 
education and awareness events. Get 
involved and help raise funds for our vital 
work in research, awareness and support.

Find out more about breast health, 
support and our October 
events on our website 
breastcancerfoundation.org.nz

Make your breast 
health a priority 
in October

mediwell
Breast cancer
article


