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Living as a Breast Cancer Survivor  
Whether you are living with breast cancer or have finished treatment, you may have
questions and concerns about life as a survivor. 

Living as a Survivor

Learn more about living as a breast cancer survivor and get information about next
steps.

Follow-up Care After Breast Cancer Treatment●

Can I Lower My Risk of Breast Cancer Progressing or Coming Back?●

Body Image and Sexuality After Breast Cancer●

Other Concerns After Treatment

Treatment may remove or destroy the cancer, but you might still have other concerns
after treatment.

Pregnancy After Breast Cancer●

Menopausal Hormone Therapy After Breast Cancer●

Second Cancers After Breast Cancer●
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Typical follow-up schedules●

Ask your doctor for a survivorship care plan●

Keeping health insurance and copies of your medical records●

If the cancer comes back●

Many women are relieved to be finished with breast cancer treatment, but also worry
about the cancer coming back and can feel lost when they don't see their cancer care
team as often.

But for some women with advanced breast cancer, the cancer may never go away
completely. These women may continue to get treatments to help keep the breast
cancer under control and to help relieve symptoms from it. Learning to live with
advanced breast cancer that doesn’t go away can have its own types of stress and
uncertainty.

Even if you have completed breast cancer treatment, your doctors still will want to watch
you closely, so it’s very important for you to go to all of your follow-up appointments.
During these visits, your doctors will ask if you are having any problems and will
examine you. Lab tests and imaging tests typically aren't needed after treatment for
most early-stage breast cancers. But they might be done in some women who are
having symptoms to see if they're the result of the cancer returning or are from
treatment-related side effects.

Almost any cancer treatment can have side effects1. Some might only last for a few
days or weeks, but others might last a long time. Some side effects might not even
show up until years after you have finished treatment. Your doctor visits are a good time
for you to ask questions and talk about any changes or problems you notice or concerns
you have. However, if concerns about your cancer come up between visits, you
shouldn't wait until your next scheduled visit. Call your doctor's office right away.

Typical follow-up schedules  

Your follow-up schedule can depend on many factors, including the type of breast
cancer, how advanced it was when it was found (the stage2 of the cancer), and how it
was (or is being) treated.

Doctor visits: If you have finished treatment, your follow-up visits will probably be
every few months at first. The longer you have been free of cancer, the less often
the appointments are needed. After 5 years, they are typically done about once a
year.

●
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Ask your doctor for a survivorship care plan  

Talk with your doctor about developing a survivorship care plan10 for you. This plan
might include:

A summary of your diagnosis, the tests that were done, and the treatment you
received

●

A suggested schedule for follow-up exams and tests●

A schedule for other tests you might need in the future, such as early detection
(screening) tests for other types of cancer, or tests to look for long-term health
effects from the breast cancer or its treatment

●

A list of possible late- or long-term side effects from your treatment, including what
to watch for and when you should contact your doctor

●

Diet, physical activity, and other lifestyle modification suggestions●

Keeping health insurance and copies of your medical records  

Even after treatment is finished, it’s very important to keep your health insurance11.
Tests and doctor visits cost a lot, and even though no one wants to think their cancer
might come back, this could happen.
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Getting to a healthy weight●

Being physically active●

Eating a healthy diet●

Dietary supplements●

Alcohol●

If the cancer comes back●

If you have (or have had) breast cancer, you probably want to know if there are things
you can do (aside from your treatment) that might lower your risk of the cancer growing
or coming back, such as getting or staying active, eating a certain type of diet, or taking
nutritional supplements. Fortunately, breast cancer is one of the best studied types of
cancer in this regard, and research has shown there are some things you can do that
might be helpful.

Staying as healthy as possible is more important than ever after breast cancer
treatment. Controlling your weight, being physically active, and eating well1 may help
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lymphedema, or improve lymphedema for women who already have it.

As with other types of lifestyle changes, it’s important to talk with your treatment team
before starting a new physical activity program. This will likely include meeting with a
physical therapist as well. Your team can help you plan a safe and effective program.

Eating a healthy diet  
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Dietary supplements  

Women often want to know if there are any dietary or nutritional supplements4 they can
take to help lower their risk. So far, no dietary supplements (including vitamins,
minerals, and herbal products) have been shown to clearly help lower the risk of breast
cancer progressing or coming back. This doesn’t mean that there aren't any that will
help, but it’s important to know that none have been proven to do so.

Dietary supplements are not regulated like medicines in the United States – they do not
have to be proven effective (or even safe) before being sold, although there are limits
on what their makers are allowed to claim they can do. If you're thinking about taking
any nutritional supplement, talk to your health care team. They can help you decide
which ones you can use safely while avoiding those that might be harmful.

Alcohol  

It’s clear that alcohol – even as little as a few drinks a week – increases a woman’s risk
of developing breast cancer. But whether alcohol affects the risk of breast cancer
coming back is not as clear. Drinking alcohol can raise the levels of estrogen in the
body, which in theory could increase the risk of breast cancer coming back. But there is
no strong evidence from studies to support this.

It is best not to drink alcohol.5 Women who do drink should limit it to no more than 1
drink a day to help lower their risk of getting certain types of cancer (including breast
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Can I have a baby after having breast cancer?●

Could pregnancy or breastfeeding make my breast cancer come back?●

How long after breast cancer treatment should I wait before becoming pregnant?●
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pregnant?  

Breast cancer survivors who want to become pregnant are sometimes advised to wait at
least 2 years after treatment is finished before trying. The best length of time to wait is
not clear, but 2 years is thought to be enough time to find any early return of the cancer,
which could affect your decision to become pregnant.

For women with hormone receptor-positive breast cancer, adjuvant hormone therapy3 is
typically recommended for 5 to 10 years after the initial treatment. Women who want to
have children during this time are often advised to take hormone therapy for at least 2
years before stopping it and then waiting a few months before trying to become
pregnant. Hormone therapy can then be started again after the baby is born.

Keep in mind that the advice about waiting 2 years is not based on data from any
clinical trials. And some breast cancers can come back after the 2-year mark, so every
case is different. Your decision should take into account many things, including your
age, desire for more pregnancies, type of breast cancer, and the risk of the cancer
coming back early.
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Can I breastfeed after breast cancer treatment?  

If you have had breast surgery and/or radiation, you might have problems breastfeeding
from the affected breast. This might include reduced milk production in that breast as
well as structural changes that can make breastfeeding painful, or make it harder for the
baby to latch onto the breast. Still, many women are able to breastfeed.

If you are still taking any medicines to treat your breast cancer (such as hormone
therapy), it’s very important to talk with your doctor before trying to breastfeed. Some
drugs can enter the breast milk and might affect the baby.

Talk to your doctor  

If you have or have had breast cancer and are thinking about having children, talk with
your doctor. Ask how the cancer and its treatment might affect your chances for
pregnancy, as well as if being pregnant could affect your risk of the cancer coming
back.

In many cases, counseling can help you sort through the choices that come with
surviving breast cancer and planning a pregnancy.
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Can I take menopausal hormone therapy after breast cancer?●

Relieving menopausal symptoms without hormone therapy●

Taking post-menopausal hormone therapy (PHT)1, also called hormone replacement
therapy (HRT), to help with menopause symptoms may not be safe for women who
have had breast cancer. If you are bothered by menopause symptoms, talk to your
doctor about ways to get relief.

Many women have menopause symptoms such as hot flashes after treatment for breast
cancer. This can happen naturally as women get older, but it can also be caused by
some breast cancer treatments. Some pre-menopausal women have menopause
symptoms as a result of chemotherapy2 or from hormone therapy drugs3 used to treat
breast cancer (such as tamoxifen and aromatase inhibitors). Women who are past
menopause might also get symptoms if they had to stop taking PHT when they were
diagnosed with breast cancer.

Can I take menopausal hormone therapy after breast cancer?  
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When women reach menopause, some choose to take PHT, which is made up of
female hormones (estrogen, sometimes along with progesterone) to help reduce
menopause symptoms. But there have been concerns about women who have had
breast cancer using PHT, because of the known link between estrogen levels and
breast cancer growth.

A well-designed clinical trial (the HABITS study) found that breast cancer survivors
taking PHT were much more likely to develop a new or recurrent breast cancer (cancer
that comes back after treatment) than women who were not taking these hormones.
Because of this, doctors generally do not recommend PHT if a woman was previously
treated for breast cancer.

Relieving menopausal symptoms without hormone therapy  

If you are having trouble with menopause symptoms, such as hot flashes, talk to your
doctor about ways other than PHT to help with specific symptoms. Some women might
want to try using non-hormonal medicines or other methods first to see if they help.

Losing weight

Some women find that losing weight helps with menopausal symptoms such as hot
flashes.

Diet and dietary supplements

Some women find that changing the way they eat, such as eating smaller meals and
avoiding ‘triggers’ (such as spicy foods) is helpful for them.

The effects of specific foods and dietary supplements on menopausal symptoms are not
clear. This doesn’t mean they won’t help, but it’s important to understand that the
evidence supporting their use is limited.

Phytoestrogens: These are estrogen-like substances found in certain plants, such as
soy, red clover, and black cohosh. Some women take supplements containing these
substances to try to help with symptoms of menopause.

Eating soy foods seems to be safe for breast cancer survivors, although it’s not clear if it
can help relieve menopause symptoms. Women can get higher doses of
phytoestrogens in some dietary supplements (such as soy or isoflavone supplements).
However, not enough is known about these supplements to know for sure if they are
safe and if they work. If you are considering taking one of these supplements, be sure to
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talk with your doctor first.

Exercise, relaxation techniques, and behavioral therapies

Some women find these types of approaches help them with menopausal symptoms.
Although there is only limited research showing these techniques might be helpful,
there’s likely to be little harm in trying them. Before starting any exercise program after
being diagnosed with breast cancer, it’s important to speak with your doctor or someone
on your health care team.

Some research has suggested that acupuncture might be helpful in treating hot
flashes, although not all studies have found this. This might be another option to discuss
with your doctor.

Non-hormone medicines for hot flashes

Drugs without hormone properties that may be helpful in treating hot flashes include:

Certain antidepressant drugs, such as venlafaxine (Effexor), citalopram (Celexa), or
paroxetine (Paxil)*

●

The nerve drug gabapentin (Neurontin)●

The blood pressure drug clonidine●

Oxybutynin, a drug used to treat overactive bladder●

Fezolinetant (Veozah), a drug that targets the nervous system activity that can lead
to hot flashes

●

*If you are taking tamoxifen, it's important to note that some antidepressants can
interact with tamoxifen and could make it less effective. Ask your doctor about any
possible interactions between tamoxifen and any drugs you are taking.

Treatments for vaginal dryness

Vaginal dryness and discomfort can be bothersome menopausal symptoms for some
women.

Several non-hormone treatments, including vaginal moisturizers, lubricants, and gels,
are available to help treat vaginal dryness. If these aren't helpful, low-dose hormonal
rings, tablets, capsules, or creams that are put directly into the vagina might be helpful.

Devices that use lasers or other forms of energy to 'rejuvenate' vaginal tissue are now
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being studied as well, although it's not yet clear how helpful they might be. It's important
to discuss the possible risks and benefits of these treatments with your doctor before
deciding if one is right for you.
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Follow-up after breast cancer treatment●

Can I lower my risk of getting a second cancer?●

Breast cancer survivors can be affected by a number of health problems, but often a
major concern is facing cancer again.

If this happens, it’s most often the result of the breast cancer coming back after
treatment. This is called a breast cancer recurrence. But some cancer survivors
develop a new, unrelated cancer later on. This is called a second cancer.

Women who’ve had breast cancer can still get other cancers. Although most breast
cancer survivors don’t get cancer again, they are at higher risk for getting some types of
cancer.
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any late effects from cancer treatment.

If you have not had both breasts removed, you still need regular mammograms5 to look
for breast cancer (either a recurrence of the cancer or a new breast cancer). See
Follow-up Care After Breast Cancer Treatment for more on the other types of tests you
might need after treatment.

You should also follow the American Cancer Society guidelines for the early detection of
cancer,6 such as those for colorectal cancer and cervical cancer. Screening tests can
often find these cancers early, when they are likely to be easier to treat. In some cases,
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These steps may also lower the risk of some other health problems.

See Second Cancers in Adults11 for more information about causes of second cancers.
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