 hough mammography
remains the gold stan-
dard and is stll indispen-

sible, the test misses
Ware tHal 1S Barcent of Al
breast cancers. That’s why re-
searchers have been aggressively pursu-
ing better detection methods for years.

Now a quiet revolution is underway.
Four technologies—some already in
use, others on the horizon—offer im-
portant breakthroughs in early detec-
tion. Some transtorm mammograms
Into a far more accurate tool: others
employ inventive methods for detecting
precancerous changes in the breast.
Here’s what you need to know about the
latest innovations.

BEFURE 115 EVEN CANCER
Ductal lavage allows physicians to iden-
tity atypical cells in the breast that may
develop into cancer years down the
road. Currently, the technique is being
used to assess the odds of breast cancer
in high-risk women; if atypical cells are

detected, these women may elect treat-
ment to reduce their risk and even pre-
vent the disease.
Ductal lavage involves retrieving cells
lining the milk ducts of the breast,
e

where almost all breast cancers arise,
and examining them under a micro-
scope for certain aberrations. “We're
trying to find breast cells that are think-
ing about becoming cancer when they
orow up, says the physician instrumen-

,

tal in 1ts development, Susan Love,

M.D., a Calitornia-based researcher and
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author of Dr. Susan Love’s Breast Book
(Perseus Books Group, 2000). The
principle, she adds, is similar to the Pap
smear, which is typically used to detect
precancerous changes in cervical cells.
o obtain breast-duct cells, a numbing
cream 1s applied, then a suction device
draws fluid into the nipple’s six to nine
ducts. Samples are taken from those that
actually produce fluid (usually one to
three ducts), since they are thought to
be more likely to harbor abnormal cells.

A hair-thin catheter is inserted, and
more anesthetic and saline are infused to
wash out cells for analysis.

It abnormal cells—known as atypical
are detected, the patient

hyperplasia
has a number of options. She can take
the drug tamoxifen, which has been
shown to reduce the risk of developing
breast cancer by 50 percent in high-risk
women. Or, she can wait and repeat the
test, usually in three to twelve months,

—

to see 1t further changes indicative of

eSS

cancer occur; that’s a reason-
able strategy, since studies sug-
gest that only about one third

of women who have abnormal
cells in the breast duct will de-
velop cancer. If atypical cells
are detected in women who carry the
breast-cancer genes BRCA1 or BRCA2,
the more drastic step of removing the
breast might be considered.

The Food and Drug Administration
cleared the equipment used in the ductal
lavage procedure last year. For now,
ductal lavage is available only to women
at high risk for breast cancer (owing to a
personal or family history of the disease)
at more than 70 medical centers nation-
wide, at a cost of $400-$800. So far,
only about 50 percent of cases have been
covered by insurance. Though the tech-
nique 1s not yet recommended for
women at average risk, Love is opti-
mistic that could eventually change. “I
can envision the day,” she says, “when it
will be common practice for women to
get a Pap smear and their ducts washed.”

A BETTER MAMMOGRAM?

You've probably read about the FDA’s
recent approval of digital mammogra-
phy; the hope is that you'll soon see it at
your local screening center. Rather than
capturing X-ray images of the breast on
film, as standard mammograms do, digi-
tal mammography converts those X rays
into a digital image that can be manipu-

lated via computer to highlight a hidden
cancer. Doctors can enlarge a problem
area and distinguish more shades of
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