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Breast Cancer is the most common cancer affecting women in Singapore. 

Each year, about 1,850 women in Singapore are diagnosed with breast cancer and 

about 400 women die from the disease.1 With these startling statistics, it is important 

that women take proactive steps to detect and treat breast cancer early.

To detect breast cancer early, one should know the risk factors and go for regular 

screening. It is also important to watch out for signs and symptoms 

of breast cancer.

■ Some risk factors to look out for:

cancer.

risk factors to look out for:

A family history of 
breast cancer in a 
first-degree relative

Exposure to 
Radiation

Previous 
breast cancer

A past medical history 
of malignant or benign 

breast disease

Dense 
breast tissue

Advancing age

A history of ovarian 
cancers (BRCA I and 
BRCA II Mutations)

Breast CancerEarly Detection
Early DetectionSaves Lives!Saves Lives!
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Breast cancer may be painless and may not 
show any signs in the early stage

If detected very early, one might need only surgery 

and radiation, and one might not need chemotherapy.

■ Mammogram

There are a few methods to help to detect breast cancer earlier; these include monthly breast self-examinations, clinical 

breast examination and screening mammogram.

The average size of the lump detected with routine mammo-

gram is 1 cm. In comparison, the average size of the lump 

found by regularly practising breast self-examination is 2 cm. 

Thus, mammogram is the most effective method of breast 

cancer screening.

Despite the efficacy of mammogram, its take-up rate still 

remains low. According to a survey by the Health Promotion 

Board, only 2 in 5 women in Singapore aged 50 to 69 are 

up-to-date with their mammogram screening. Singapore 

Cancer Society has implemented several programmes with 

various healthcare partners to make mammogram screening 

more affordable and accessible to women. A typical 

mammogram screening cost (before government subsidy 

and financial assistance) ranges from $50 to $200.

A typical mammogram screening takes about 10 to 15 mins. 

During mammogram screening, the breast is gently flattened 

between two plates of the X-ray machine for a few seconds, 

to spread the tissue apart and get a good image of the 

breast. Some women may find this uncomfortable or painful. 

Doctors recommend mammogram about a week after 

menstruation to relieve some of the discomfort. Images of 

the breast are taken and developed by a radiographer. 

The image is then assessed by a radiologist to check for 

abnormalities.

Within a month of the screening, the results will be informed 

to the screener. Should there be abnormal results, further 

investigations may involve ultrasound, special x-ray techniques 

or biopsy.

Nourishing your body to help keep you strong and well 

is the first priority for nutrition to enable you to live well with 

breast cancer. While nutrition has a key role to play in support-

ing people during breast cancer, there are no particular 

foods or food groups that have been shown to be an 

absolute cause of cancer. However there is strong evidence 

suggesting that drinking alcohol increases breast cancer 

risk. Other risk factors for breast cancer include being 

overweight and physical inactivity. Hence it is about taking 

an overall healthier approach to diet and being more active 

everyday with limited alcohol intake.

Nutrition & 
Breast Cancer

■ Signs & Symptoms to watch out for:
Article contributed by

Ms Alvernia Chua 
Volunteer Speaker, Singapore Cancer Society
Community Health Talks 

Senior Dietitian
Tan Tock Seng Hospital

 FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

What should I eat to prevent the occurrence/
recurrence of breast cancer? Are there any differ-
ences in diet for metastatic and non-metastatic 
Breast cancer?

Cancer patients are advised to follow the same recommenda-

tions for cancer prevention. There are also no differences 

in terms of diet for metastatic and non-metastatic breast 

cancer. The recommendation is to have a healthy balanced 

diet and to maintain a healthy weight. This can be achieved 

through increased physical activity and selecting foods 

lower in fat, cholesterol and sugar. A varied diet rich in whole 

grains, fruits and vegetables providing increased vitamins, 

minerals, protective phytochemicals and higher fibre content 

is recommended.

What types of vegetables and fruits are good for 
me?

To get the maximum benefit from fruits and vegetables, it is 

important to eat a variety of fruits and vegetables. As they 

differ in actual composition and different colour pigments, 

fruits and vegetables offer unique health benefits such as 

different vitamins, minerals, antioxidants and phytonutrients. 

It will be better to go for whole fruits rather than juices 

which are lower in fibre. Not overcooking vegetables will 

ensure that we obtain the maximum benefits from them. It is 

important to incorporate an increased consumption of fruits 

and vegetables into a healthy balanced diet.

How many servings of fruits and vegetables are 
recommended daily?

Health Promotion Board encourages 2 servings of fruits and 

2 servings of vegetables each day. Examples of 1 serving of 

fruit will be 1 small apple, orange or 1 medium banana and 

1 serving of vegetable will be ¾ cup (100g) cooked vegetables 

or 1½ cup raw vegetables.

Lump – may not 
be seen, but 
might be felt

Nipple 
discharge

Appearance or 
direction of 

nipple

Skin texture e.g. 
dimpling/puckering

Rash or 
crusting

Source: 1Singapore Cancer Registry Annual Registry Report, Trends in Cancer Incidence in 

Singapore (2010-2014)

Early  detection can significantly increase 
the chance of a cure

Stage Extend of Spread 5-year 
Survival Rate

1 Localised 90.07%

2 Early Locally Advanced 80.80%

3 Late Locally Advanced 63.53%

4 Metastatic 19.47%

Monthly Breast 
Self-Examination

Clinical Breast 
Examination Mammogram

30 years and above Yes

40 to 49 years old Yes Once a year

50 to 69 years old Yes Once a year

Once a year

Once every two years
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What is the daily recommended dietary fibre 
intake?

According to Health Promotion Board, the daily recommended 

dietary fibre intake for Singaporean adult females is 20g/ 

day. However, it will be impractical to calculate the amount 

of dietary fibre taken daily. To meet these requirements aim 

to include 2 servings of fruits and vegetables daily. Including 

wholegrain rich foods is also important. The Health Promotion 

Board recommends consuming 2-3 servings per day of 

wholegrain food.

Example of 1 serving of wholegrain food:

• ½ bowl brown rice

• 2 slices wholemeal bread

• 4 pieces whole wheat biscuits

• 2/3 bowl uncooked oats

Will organic/natural foods be a better option 
for me?

Organic foods are promoted as an alternative to foods grown 

with conventional methods that use chemical pesticides and 

herbicides. Organic produce tend to be more expensive and 

are not always readily available. There is no research showing 

that organic foods are more effective in reducing cancer risk. 

The nutrients content of organic versus non-organic foods 

are similar. Both organic and non-organic fruits and vegetables 

are rich in antioxidants.

Does a vegetarian diet reduce the risk of breast 
cancer?

Vegetarian diets are rich in plant derived nutrients that are 

believed to help reduce cancer risk. However, vegetarian 

foods can also be high in fat or sugar content if they are not 

prepared healthily. A poorly planned vegetarian diet can 

contribute to an unbalance consumption of nutrients. It is not 

advisable to stop taking meat because of breast cancer.

Having a healthy balanced diet rich in fruits and vegetables 

with moderate amount of lean meat will be a better option, as 

nutrients such as iron, vitamin B12 and zinc are more easily 

found in animal products. It is also not advisable to cut out 

dairy foods. On-going analysis by World Cancer Research 

and American Institute of Cancer has not found an association 

between dairy food consumption and breast cancer.

Do sugar substitutes cause breast cancer?

Sugar substitutes are safe for the general public when 

consumed in moderate amounts. Despite the popular belief 

that sugar substitutes can cause diseases such as cancer, there 

is no scientific evidence that any of the ones approved for use 

in Singapore is linked to cancer. However, sugar alcohols 

(sorbitol, isomalt and xylitol) should not be consumed in large 

amounts as they can have laxative effect or cause other 

gastrointestinal symptoms e.g. bloatedness in some people.

Should soy products be avoided?

Soy contains isoflavones which are a type of phytoestrogen. 

They are natural plant compounds that act weakly like 

estrogens. While some studies showed soy offers a protective 

effect against breast cancer, a few studies showed the 

estrogen-like effects in isoflavones may be harmful for women 

with breast cancer.

The American Institute for Cancer Research stresses that 

studies on the link between phytoestrogens and breast 

cancer are limited and inconclusive. Therefore moderate 

consumption of foods high in phytoestrogens e.g soy, soy 

products are unlikely to have any adverse effects and these 

foods are generally healthful. However, isolated isoflavone 

supplements in pills or powder are not recommended if you 

are on hormonal treatments.

Will hormones in meat affect me?

Currently, there is no research indicating a direct link between 

breast cancer risks with intake of food products from animals 

treated with hormones. It is recommended to eat meats in 

moderation, choosing lean meat with less fat, and are well- 

cooked but not charred.

Does alcohol increase breast cancer risk?

Alcohol provides empty calories, that is, it does not contain 

any nutritional value. Excessive intake of alcohol leads to 

increased risk of overweight /obesity which is a risk factor 

for breast cancer. There is evidence showing that alcohol 

increases a woman’s risk of developing breast cancer. This 

is because alcohol may result in higher levels of estrogen, 

decreasing some nutrients that protect against cell damage 

and may also interfere with medications and treatment.

The general recommendation is to avoid alcohol or to limit to 

no more than 1 alcoholic drink per day for women and no 

more than 2 drinks for men. One alcohol drink is equivalent 

to 2/3 can (220 ml) regular beer, 1 glass (100 ml) wine or 1 nip 

(30 ml) spirits.

Can dietary supplements lower breast cancer 
risk?

Supplements should not replace healthy eating as large doses 

of certain vitamins and minerals can be harmful. Dietary 

supplements are not shown to lower breast cancer risk. 

Dairy foods are an important source of calcium, protein and 

other nutrients. Calcium is required to maintain good bone 

healthy throughout life. As some dairy foods are high in 

saturated fat, choose lower-fat or skim varieties.

What can I do to achieve a healthy body weight 
range?

To maintain a healthy weight over the long term, the approach 

will be to balance the energy you take in through food and 

drinks with the amount of activity you do. Fad diets or quick 

fix options are not the answer. If you are overweight, limit the 

intake of high fats (particularly saturated fats) and high sugar 

processed foods including oily or fried foods, chips, snack 

foods, sugary drinks and pastries as they contribute to exces-

sive calorie intake. Excessive calorie intake leads to increased 

risk of overweight /obesity which is a risk factor for breast 

cancer. However, it is not necessary to omit these foods entirely. 

The key is to have them occasionally or in small amounts.

It is also important be physically active. The Health Promotion 

Board recommends at least 150 mins of physical activity per 

week. Before you embark on an exercise programme, please 

check with your doctor regarding the safety and intensity 

of exercise suitable for your health.

If you are underweight, an adequate energy intake is needed 

to increase your body weight. Carbohydrate and fat-containing 

foods all provide energy while protein containing foods help 

build lean body mass. Aim to have small frequent meals 

throughout the day by having six small meals rather than three 

large meals. Try to make every mouthful count by choosing 

high energy foods and drinks. You can prepare energy and 

protein dense meals by including foods rich in protein (e.g. 

meat, chicken, fish, egg, milk, cheese, yoghurt, nuts or legumes) 

and energy (eg. margarine and oils, dairy products, honey, 

dried fruits and nuts) into each meal or snack, it is also  

   advisable to drink between or after meals instead so that 

        you do not fill yourself up.

They may also interact with prescription drugs, over-the- 

counter drugs and with cancer treatments. It is important to 

consult the doctor or pharmacist before consuming any of 

these supplements.

A well-balanced diet can provide the right amounts of 

vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants. This is generally the 

healthiest and best way to obtain these nutrients.

Can green tea consumption lower the risk of 
breast cancer?

Although it has been suggested that the antioxidants 

properties of tea polyphenols may have potential benefits to 

health, there are still no research to indicate that green tea 

consumption can lower breast cancer risk.
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What are some tips to practise healthy eating 
at home and when eating out?

To practise healthy eating at home, some of the strategies 

include:

• Remove all visible fats from meat

• Switch to healthier cooking oil

• Using healthier cooking methods such as stir-frying, steam-

 ing and grilling. Avoid deep frying or adding extra oil when 

 cooking.

• Use spread and margarine sparingly

• Choose low fat or skim dairy products

• Use fresh ingredients for cooking

• Aim for 2 servings of fruits and vegetables daily

To practise healthy eating when eating out, some of the 

strategies include:

• Ask for less oil and more vegetables

• Choose soup noodles instead of fried/dry noodles

• Avoid drinking the soups after eating noodles

• Avoid adding gravy on rice

• Avoid adding fried onions or extra sauces on food

• Choose plain/brown rice over flavoured rice (eg. Nasi lemak, 

 chicken rice, fried rice)

How is breast cancer risk related to cooking 
temperature for meat?

Heterocyclic amines (HCA) and polycyclic aromatic hydro-

carbons (PAH) are chemicals formed when meat are cooked 

at high temperatures. Although they have been shown to be 

mutagenic and cause changes in DNA, current studies have 

not shown any link between HCA and PAH exposure from 

cooked meats and breast cancer link in humans. It is more 

important to choose lean cuts of meat and cook them using 

healthier cooking methods.

What are antioxidants? Does consumption of 
antioxidants lower the risk of breast cancer?

Antioxidants are chemicals that block the activity of free 

radicals. Free radicals are formed naturally in the body and 

have the potential of causing cell damage that may lead to 

cancer. Hence it has been suggested by some that consuming 

more antioxidants may reduce cancer risk. However, there 

are no strong evidence indicating that increased consumption 

of antioxidants can lower the risk of breast cancer. It is 

better to obtain antioxidants through the diet from food 

sources such as wholegrains, fruits and vegetables.

What type of fat consumption may initiate the 
development/recurrence of breast cancer? 
(eg. red processed meat etc.)

There is limited evidence suggesting that the consumption 

of red meat or processed meat is associated with an 

increased risk of breast cancer development /recurrence. 

However it would be advisable to choose lean cuts of 

meat and avoid cooking methods such as chargrill.

Are there any fat intake recommendations for 
meat lovers?

More research is needed to understand the effect of the 

types of fat eaten on breast cancer risk. However consum-

ing high fat diets can lead to becoming overweight which 

is a risk factor for breast cancer. Hence limiting the total 

intake of fat (particularly saturated fats) is recommended for 

maintenance of healthy weight.

A diet high in saturated fats is associated with raised 

LDL-cholesterol, which increases the risk of heart disease. 

Major sources of saturated fats include animal fats, high fat 

dairy products, food prepared with 

palm-based vegetable oil, coconut 

milk or coconut cream.

Are there types of diet/nutrition/food that can 
help relief the side effects of effects of the 
medication for metastatic breast cancer?

There are no specific diets/foods that can reduce the side 

effects of medication for metastatic breast cancer. Side 

effects faced from treatment may vary between individuals. 

Hence, it is best to consult a Dietitian for advice to manage 

the symptoms as they occur. 
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All medical related content in Cancer Focus serves as a general guide 

and you must not rely on this information as an alternative to medical 

advice from your professional healthcare provider.

SINGAPORE CANCER SOCIETY was established in 1964. It has 

since taken a leading role in cancer prevention and control.

As a self-funded voluntary welfare organisation, funds are needed to 

support its various programmes and  free services. 

Our Mission
Singapore Cancer Society is a community-based voluntary health 

organisation dedicated to minimising the impact of cancer through 

public education, screening, patient services, financial assistance, 

research and advocacy.

Our Vision 

To be the leading cancer organisation in Singapore and the region, 

with a reputation for effective programmes for the prevention and 

control of cancer.

Our Programmes:
1. Financial Assistance
 • Cancer Treatment Fund 

  (Cancer treatment subsidies for cancer patients)

  • Cancer Care Fund 

    • Welfare Aid for needy cancer patients

2. Free Cancer Screening
  • Pap Smear Test (For Cervical cancer)

 • Health Education: Breast Self-Examination

 • Mammogram screening (For Breast cancer; CHAS Card Holders)

 • Faecal Immunochemical Test [FIT] (For Colorectal cancer)

3. Public Education
 • Cancer awareness campaigns 

 • Cancer-related talks and forums

 • Cancer information (via website & telephone service)

4. Cancer Support
  • Cancer support groups and activities

 • Psycho-social services

5. Cancer Rehabilitation
  • Integrated, person-centred holistic approach with aim to 

  return to normalcy

6. Hospice Care Services
 • Medical and psycho-social care for terminally ill cancer 

  patients

7. Cancer Research
 • Cancer Research grants and awards

8. Volunteers Programme
 • Volunteering opportunities to suit people with different 

  interests and skills

How You Can Help Us
There are many ways in which you can donate to Singapore Cancer 

Society and help us in our fight against cancer. You may donate 

online via SG Gives at www.sggives.org/cancersociety or donate 

to us via GIRO. Please call 6421 5861 or email fund_raising@ 
singaporecancersociety.org.sg for details on donating via GIRO. 

More information can be found on our website at www.singapore 
cancersociety.org.sg.  

Volunteer Your Time   

Volunteers share a special relationship with us. The time and efforts 

rendered by them help make a real difference to people who are 

affected by or living with cancer. The time contributed by volunteers 

enables us to extend and develop the quality and scope of our services. 

Please help us in our fight against  cancer by being a volunteer. 

  volunteers@singaporecancersociety.org.sg.  
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SCS Reach to Recovery Support Group 
SCS Reach to Recovery Support Group provides a platform 
for survivors not only to share their experiences with their 

peers but also to enhance their knowledge through talks, 
workshops and enrichment activities. Listening to others share how 
they have been impacted by breast cancer and survived, brings hope 
to those who are similarly affected and helps them to cope better with 
their condition.

To enquire about SCS Reach to Recovery Support Group, please call 
6499 9132 or email supportgroup@singapore cancersociety.org.sg.

Mammogram Screening 
SCS is one of the breast cancer screening centres, other 
than the polyclinics, to be included under the Health 

Promotion Board’s (HPB) Screen for Life, which comprises 
HPB’s screening programmes.

Women in Singapore aged 50 years and above, and who meet the 
following criteria, are eligible for the fully paid-for screening mammogram:

• Have a valid Health Assist card (orange or blue)
• Are due for screening mammogram (i.e. have not undergone a mammogram 
 screening in the last 24 months)
• Do not have breast cancer symptoms such as breast lumps or blood- 
 stained nipple discharge
• Have stopped breast feeding for the past six months
• Do not have breast implants*

Eligible Singaporeans can schedule an appointment by calling 6499 9133 
or email cs_appointment@singaporecancersociety.org.sg.

*Women with breast implants are advised to make a hospital appointment for screening

Singapore Cancer Society
15 Enggor Street, #04-01 Realty Centre, Singapore 079716

 6221 9578 6221 9575

Singapore Cancer Society Multi-Service Centre
9 Bishan Place, #06-05 Junction 8 Office Tower, Singapore 579837

 6499 9133 6499 9140

 www.singaporecancersociety.org.sg

 www.facebook.com/sgcancersociety

 @sgcancersociety

 enquiry@singaporecancersociety.org.sg

Contact Us At

SCS Bishana Ladies Group

SCS Bishana Ladies Group provides a platform for survivors not only 
to share their experiences with their peers but also to enhance their 
knowledge through talks, workshops and enrichment activities. 
Listening to others share how they have been impacted by cancer 
and survived, brings hope to those who are similarly affected and 
helps them to cope better with their condition.

To enquire about SCS Bishana Ladies Group, please call 6499 9132 or 
supportgroup@singaporecancersociety.org.sg.


