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“Prophylactic Breast Removal Confusion” 

Celebrities Angelina Jolie, Christina Applegate, Kathy Bates, Wanda Sykes, 

Giuliana Rancic, Ann Jillian and Sharon Osbourne have had contralateral 

prophylactic breast mastectomies (CPM), which put the spot light on the 

procedure.  Younger women with breast cancer are increasingly choosing to have 

their healthy breast removed because of mistaken beliefs about the effectiveness of 

mastectomy and unfounded fears about the risks for contralateral disease.  Even 

though women under 40 with breast cancer may know that contralateral 

prophylactic mastectomy (CPM) does not improve survival, they opt for it anyway 

in hopes of extending their life.  Annals of Internal Medicine published  a cross-

sectional survey of 123 women with early bilateral breast cancer, who chose to 

undergo contralateral prophylactic mastectomy (CPM), in which the 

overwhelming majority cited improving their chances of survival (94%) and 

reducing the risk that cancer will develop in the other breast (98%) as their 

primary reasons for deciding to have the additional surgery.  These findings 

emphasize the need for doctors to take the time to explain the true risks and 

benefits of CPM and to clarify patient confusion.  According to experts, the 10-

year cumulative risk for contralateral breast cancer is only 4% to 5% and CPM is 

not likely to improve breast cancer survival rates.  The study authors said, "The 

apparent discordance between patient perceptions and realistic expectations 

provides a teachable opportunity for physicians treating newly diagnosed patients 

with breast cancer, adding that the women in the study identified physicians as the 

most important source of information about CPM."  The aim of their study was "to 

really understand why women are deciding, in greater and greater numbers, to 

have this surgery."  But, there is more at risk than just undergoing an extra surgical 

procedure.  A recent study of 4,200 breast cancer patients, presented at the annual 

meeting of the American Society of Breast Surgeons, found that women opting for 

CPM had twice as many postoperative complications as those opting for a single 

mastectomy.  Still, the  vast majority (95%) said that the decision to remove the 

healthy breast gave them peace of mind.  But, a third of women reported that the 

number of surgeries or procedures needed was higher than they expected, and 42% 

reported that their sense of sexuality was worse than they expected after surgery. 

A similar percentage of women reported that they felt self-conscious about their 

appearance.  Lead author, Shoshana M. Rosenberg, ScD, MPH, said, "Obviously, 

when you get a breast cancer diagnosis, it's a very anxious time; there are a lot of 
worries, fears, and concerns." 

In the America that I love, we must address unrealistic expectations of having 

the opposite (normal) breast removed following surgery for cancer of the breast.  
Well-informed decisions are the best decisions. 
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