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AFTER DIAGNOSIS: BREAST
CANCER TREATMENT OPTIONS

By Russell M. Reisner, MD, FACS

Breast Surgeon and Surgical Oncologist, St. Mary Complete Breast Care

A BREAST CANCER DIAGNOSIS USED TO MEAN A FEW IMPORTANT THINGS TO WOMEN:

One, your life was in danger. Two, your life for the next several months and years was
going to be fundamentally different. Three, and often most important of all (whether
or not it occurred to you upon first learning of your diagnosis), you were possibly
going to lose part or all of one or both of your breasts — a symbol of womanhood -
and so your self-image was going to be impacted.

Thankfully, there have been numerous
advancements in treatment over the past two
decades that have meant critical changes
to those three statements above. Radiologic
advances, earlier efforts to diagnose, and
raising awareness among patients has
meant that life expectancy has changed
dramatically over time. A breast cancer
diagnosis is no longer a certain death
sentence. Significant changes in treatment
has meant that undergoing radiation and
chemotherapy — while not pleasant by any
means — is much different, in terms of both
duration and impact, than it used to be.

Advances in surgical treatment, however,
have made a transformative difference in
body image for women. New techniques

for partial and total breast reconstruction
after breast cancer treatment improve both
functional and cosmetic outcomes — and that
means, women can feel feminine and even
beautiful, even post-cancer.

To begin with, oftentimes, less breast tissue
needs to be removed. Sometimes, that has to

do with needing to remove fewer lymph nodes.

Other times, it has to do with simply being
able to preserve more of the breast itself.

Having to alter the breasts less is also a
major advancement in treatment. Usually,
this is due to the ability to use radiation only
locally — on part of the breast, instead of the
whole breast.

Whether a woman is having a lumpectomy,
which is when just the cancer is removed
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from the breast, or a mastectomy, in which
the entire breast is removed, today surgeons
are able to offer reconstruction immediately,
rather than needing to wait and perform
reconstruction after removal surgeries. They
can take advantage of a number of innovative
techniques, including:

- Breast tissue rearrangement

- Tissue expanders, which are placed on
top of the chest muscles to create a
breast mound

- Implants, generally using saline- or
silicone-based materials

- Constructing tissue flaps using muscles
and arteries in the chest

- Fat grafting from other parts of the
woman’s body into the breast

In addition, these surgical procedures can
often be performed so that they are less
invasive. Minimally invasive procedures mean
a shorter hospital stay, faster healing time,

and far less risk of infections following surgery.

Best of all, multidisciplinary
communication and coordination among
the various providers involved in a woman
with breast cancer’s care — including
medical oncologists, surgical oncologists,
radiation oncologists, and plastic surgeons
— together impact her options for treatment
and her results following cancer treatment.
From diagnosis through treatment and
surgical solution, each play a role. In
addition, treatment and surgical options

evolve as a woman goes through the
journey of breast cancer.

It can be daunting to sift through the many
choices available. But for a woman to know
that she has options is one of the most
empowering things she can have in her
arsenal as she prepares for breast cancer
treatment. Factors to consider as a woman
weighs her options include:

- Her general health

- Her level of activity — job requirements,
hobbies or sports she enjoys, etc.

- Whether or not she wants to have children
after breast cancer

- The size of her natural breasts, and
whether or how she might wish that to
change after surgery

Breast reconstruction is certainly not a one-
size-fits-all proposition, and certainly not in
today’s world. Knowing about options, and
discussing them with cancer care providers,
is the best way for a woman to find the best
choice for her.

For more information
or to schedule an
appointment with

Dr. Reisner, call
St. Mary Complete
Breast Care at
215.710.4130.
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