






Quick Links 

Secondary Breast 
Cancer

04	 What is breast 
cancer?

04	 How does 
secondary breast 
cancer develop?

06 	Finding out

06 	Symptoms

09 	Diagnostic tests

10 	Treatment

16 	Controlling 
the symptoms 
and effects of 
secondary breast 
cancer

24 	Relationships and 
sexuality

26 	Support

35 	What can I do to 
help myself?

36 	Questions you may 
wish to ask

37 	Suggested reading 
and websites

38 	Nga whakamarama 
mo nga whakatauki 
Explanation of 
proverbs

39 	Glossary

40 	Notes

43 	Feedback

4 5

Anxiety and depression    38

Headaches     40

Lymphoedema      41

Hypercalcaemia      42

Strengthening a weakened bone   42 

Spinal cord compression    43

Relationships and sexuality     44

Support       48

Emotional support    48

Talking with your children    54

Cancer Society information and support services 55

Cancer support groups    57

Home care      57

Beyond the physical     57

Palliative care services    58

Complementary and alternative therapies   61

Financial assistance     63

Interpreting services    64

What can I do to help myself?   66

Diet and food safety     66

Exercise      68

Relaxation techniques     68

Seeking advice from health professionals    69

Questions you may wish to ask    69

Suggested reading and websites   71

Nga- whakama-rama mo- nga- whakatauki  73

Explanation of proverbs    73

Glossary      75

Notes      77

Feedback     83

What is breast cancer?
Breast tissue is made up of millions of cells which are like 
tiny building blocks. Breast cancer is a disease of these breast 
tissue cells. Normally, cells reproduce and grow in an orderly 
way. As one cell wears out another replaces it. However, 
sometimes an abnormal cell develops that continues to 
reproduce and grow into a tumour. Tumours can be benign 
(not cancerous) or malignant (cancerous).

A malignant tumour is made up of cancer cells. When it 
first develops this malignant tumour may be confined to its 
original (primary) site. If these cells are not treated they may 
spread beyond their normal boundaries and into surrounding 
tissues (invasive cancer).

How does secondary breast cancer 
develop?
Breast cancer that comes back in the same breast is called 
local recurrence. When it spreads to areas around the breast 
such as the skin, the muscles on the chest wall, the lymph 
nodes under the breastbone (sternum), between the ribs, or 
the nodes above the collarbone (clavicle) it is called regional 
recurrence. Both of these types of recurrence will need further 
treatment, but they are not secondary breast cancer.
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Treatment
Secondary breast cancer may respond to several types  
of treatments:

�‡ hormone therapies

�‡ radiation treatment

�‡ chemotherapy

�‡ monoclonal antibodies.

Maimoatanga

�+�H���P�D�K�D���W�R�Q�X���Q�J�—���P�R�P�R���P�D�L�P�R�D���P�À���W�H���P�D�W�H�S�X�N�X�S�X�N�X��
�W�X�D�U�X�D���—���Ì��

�‡ �Q�J�—���K�D�X�P�D�Q�X���W�D�L�D�N�L

�‡ �Q�J�—���K�D�X�P�D�Q�X���L�U�D�U�X�N�H

�‡ hahau

�‡ �P�R�Q�R�F�O�R�Q�D�O���S�D�W�X�U�R�S�L��

The treatment suggested for you will be dependent on your 
type of breast cancer, which parts of your body the cancer is 
affecting, and your wishes.

�<�R�X���P�D�\���¿�Q�G���L�W���X�V�H�I�X�O���W�R���K�D�Y�H���\�R�X�U���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�����I�U�L�H�Q�G�� 
or family/wha-nau with you when you talk to the doctor. 
Taking a list of your questions could be helpful. Before any 
treatment begins, make sure you have discussed the choices 
with your doctor. Ask for a second opinion if you want one.

Hormone therapies

Many breast cancer cells contain proteins known as oestrogen 
receptors and progesterone receptors. A cancer that contains 
a certain proportion of these cells is described as oestrogen-
receptor positive, or hormone-receptor positive.

Oestrogen-receptor positive breast cancers may be treated 
by hormones, whereas oestrogen-receptor negative breast 
cancers do not respond to hormone therapy and are treated 
with chemotherapy.

Hormone therapies can reduce symptoms and shrink the 
cancer. They can work well for slow-growing cancers affecting 
the bone, the skin, or the fatty tissue under the skin.

“I got a little scared by the tests: it was a shock. I don’t 
remember what was said but my husband did. He had all the 
questions.” Beth
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ANY QUESTION, ANY CANCER
0800 CANCER (226 237)
Cancer Information Helpline
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www.cancernz.org.nz




