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When Angelina Jolie revealed Tuesday she had both her cancer-free breasts removed, the onetime “Sexiest Woman Alive” talked

about fear, about how to free oneself from “the shadow of cancer.”

“Cancer is still a word that strikes fear into people’s hearts, producing a deep sense of powerlessness,” the 37-year-old mother of six

wrote in her much-shared New York Times op-ed.

“But today it is possible to find out through a blood test whether you are highly susceptible to breast and ovarian cancer, and then

take action.”

The Hollywood A-lister, known as much for her pillow-lipped sex appeal as her fighting spirit, was lauded for making a “brave”

decision to go public with her personal medical choice, after doctors told her she had an 87% of getting breast cancer.

She joins the growing ranks of “previvors,” women who have discovered they carry the BRCA1 or BRCA 2 “cancer gene” that elevates

their risk of breast cancer by at least 60%. Many of them are taking the most “hard and fast” action possible, as one Canadian

oncologist puts it: Preventative double mastectomies.

But while Ms. Jolie is empowering those who need to know, observers worry she may also be stoking a deep-seated fear of cancer in

less susceptible-women, driving them to seek unnecessary medical attention and causing undue anxiety about a disease that strikes

terror.
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Safin Hamed / AFP / Getty Images filesWhen Angelina Jolie revealed Tuesday she had both her cancer-free breasts removed, the onetime "Sexiest Woman Alive" talked about fear, about how to free
oneself from "the shadow of cancer."
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Breast cancer is one of North America’s most prevalent diseases that will affect one in nine Canadian women. Yet the mutation Ms.

Jolie carries is only found in 3%-5% of Canadian women who develop breast cancer.

David Ropeik, a risk perception consultant and author of How Risky Is It, Really? Why Our Fears Don’t Always Match the Facts, is

concerned women will have “counterproductive” reaction.

They’ll be spooked by the prospect of carrying the gene and not do anything about it. Or they will undergo testing and be stressed out

waiting for results. Or women who do find out they carry the gene, but may be at lower risk than others, might insist on a double

mastectomy even if they will never get cancer.

“It was laudable what she did, but most people who hear about it will … [only] hear that Angelina Jolie had her breasts cut off. Why?

Because she had this gene and she had a higher risk and that’s all they’ll know,” he said. “So that, for many women, may feed into a

very deeply established generic fear of cancer … then the fear challenges one’s ability to just look objectively at the medical

evidence.”

In December, the University of Michigan presented a study at the American Society of Clinical Oncology’s Quality Care Symposium

showing nearly 75% of women who had preventative or “prophylactic” surgery were at low risk of developing cancer in the healthy

breast.

A large University of Stanford study in 2011 found female relatives of women with the BRCA mutation but who did not carry it

themselves did not have an especially heightened risk.

While more doctors recommend prophylactic double mastectomies to help patients lower or eliminate that heightened risk of

cancer, they are not the only route. Women can monitor their health with annual MRI scans and mammograms, said Dr. Kevin Zbuk,

a medical oncologist at McMaster University who does genetic testing.

“There’s very good data … that most women don’t have prophylactic surgery, that most women go the route of screening,” he said,

adding he was glad Ms. Jolie spoke out. “It is a very big surgery for a woman to undergo and it does change her image to a certain

degree.”

There’s also conflicting research on how the procedure affects body image, says Dr. Kelly Metcalfe, a University of Toronto nursing

school professor who researches the psychosocial effects of preventative surgeries.

“Women perceive their body image to be associated with their breasts. They may associate it with being a woman, their femininity,

with their self esteem,” she said. “There is some research evidence to suggest that women may experience a decrease in body image,

but there’s also research to say it doesn’t cause any detrimental effects.”

On Tuesday, Krysten Siba-Bishop, 28, was peppered with inquiries from friends about how they can get tested for the BRCA 1 or 2

mutation. The Torontonian learned she was a carrier after her mother survived breast cancer (aunts and her grandmother also had

it). Last year, she had both breasts removed and reconstructed.

Her younger sister, also a carrier, decided against surgery — at least for now.

“I felt empowered to know and have a choice to act before. But … I think there are a lot women who wouldn’t want to know, because

once you know you can’t unknow,” she said.

“Even if you choose to just screen, you’re always going to have that in the back of your mind, you know you’re BRCA positive…and if

you decide ‘I’m going to do the double mastectomy’ there will always be the part of you that will wonder ‘did I need to?’”
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Very brave woman. And a little fear is good. Makes you get things checked out.
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