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Welcome
Hi, I’m Lynn Smith. I’m a breast cancer survivor.
I’m also a member of the NBCCF (National
Breast Cancer Coalition Fund). NBCCF is 
made up of thousands of people like you and
me. We live all over the country. Our lives have
been touched by breast cancer.  

Our goal is to end breast cancer. We work to
make breast cancer research better. We also work
to get good care for women with breast cancer.  

Mara just found out she has breast cancer.  This
is my advice to her. It is based on what I learned
from NBCCF.

Do you or someone you love have breast cancer?
Then this booklet is for you. 

NBCCF has a book that tells much more 
about getting good care. It’s called the “Guide to

Quality Breast Cancer
Care.” Call toll-free 1-866-
624-5307 for a free copy. 
Or, you can read it on
NBCCF’s web site at
www.stopbreastcancer.org.
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Take some time.
Mara: My doctor says I have breast cancer. 

Lynn: I’m so sorry. I had breast cancer, too.
I found out 10 years ago.

Mara: What did you do?

Lynn: I asked a lot of questions.

I found out that most women don’t need to rush 
into treatment. You can take some time to 
learn about your choices.

Mara: But I’m so scared. I just want this to be over.

Lynn: Of course you’re scared. 
But you want to get the right care, too.

Mara: If I hurry I won’t get the right care?  

Lynn: You might. But breast cancer is not simple. Learning about
your treatment choices is worth the time. It will help you
make sure you’re getting the right care for you.   

Mara: But I don’t even know where to begin, 
or what I need to know.

Lynn: It’s up to you how much you want to know. 
But, the more you know, the better choices you can make.

Mara: Where do I start?
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Are you worried that
you need to start
treatment right away?
Ask your doctor if
waiting a few weeks
could hurt you. 

By taking some time 
to learn about your 
breast cancer, you
could get better care.

The more you know,
the better choices you
can make. 



Learn about your cancer.
Lynn: First, find out what kind of cancer you have. 

Mara: I have breast cancer.

Lynn: But there are many kinds of breast cancer. Your diagnosis
tells you what kind of breast cancer you have.

Mara: Why do I need to know that?

Lynn: Because different types of breast cancer are treated 
differently. For example, some drugs only help 
certain types of breast cancer.

Mara: OK, I’ll ask my doctor what kind of breast cancer I have.

Lynn: Then, try to get a second opinion. It helps you be sure
that your diagnosis is right and that you know
all your treatment choices.   

Mara: Will my insurance pay for a second opinion?

Lynn: Most will. Check before you go. But it may be worth it,
even if you have to pay yourself. 

Mara: What kind of doctor should I see for the second opinion?

The diagnosis tells you
what kind of breast cancer
you have. 

Your treatment depends 
on your diagnosis. 

Ask your doctor or nurse:

• What is my diagnosis?  

• Are there any other 
names for it?

• What are all of my 
treatment choices?

A second opinion is when
you go to another doctor 
to talk about your breast
cancer.

Try to get a second opinion
on both your diagnosis 
and treatment choices.
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Lynn: There isn’t one doctor who will have all the answers.
Most breast cancer patients get treatment from a few 
different doctors. These include a breast surgeon, medical
oncologist and radiation oncologist. 

Many women who expect to have surgery also visit a plastic
surgeon (also called a “reconstructive surgeon”). This sur-
geon can help rebuild your breasts after surgery. 

Mara: I didn't know I'd have to see so many different doctors. 

Lynn: It helps to hear all your choices before you 
decide what to do. 

A medical oncologist
(ahn-KAH-luh-jist) is a
doctor who treats cancer
with drugs.

A radiation (ray-dee-
YAY-shun) oncologist is
a doctor who treats can-
cer with X-rays.

Doctors that treat many
breast cancer patients are
often better than ones
that treat fewer patients. 

Ask your doctor 
or nurse:

• How many new breast
cancer patients do you
treat each year? (The best
experts treat at least 30 to
50 new patients a year.)



Learn about 
medical evidence.

Mara: My best friend had breast cancer.  She’s doing fine now.
So I guess her treatment worked. 

Lynn: That’s great. But there isn’t a “one size fits all” treatment. 
One treatment may work well for one type of breast 
cancer but not for another. 

That’s why it’s good to learn about medical evidence.
Good doctors know all about it. You should know about
it, too.  

Mara: So what is it?

Lynn:  Medical evidence comes from studies. The 
studies test different treatments. They try to find out
which treatments work, and which don’t. 

Mara: Don’t doctors know what works? 

Lynn:  Not always. But there are guidelines based on the
research studies. The guidelines explain which 
treatments are most likely to work.

Mara: How do I get these guidelines?

Lynn: You can ask your doctor or nurse for a copy. You can ask
them to go over the guidelines with you. 

Or you can find the guidelines on internet web sites. You
can also call and get them mailed to you.  

6

Medical evidence can help
you judge which treatments
are most likely to work.
The evidence comes from
studies.  The studies com-
pare different treatments to
see which work better.

Medical guidelines explain
which treatments work.

Some guidelines are 
better than others. 
See page 12 for the 
names of two good ones.



Mara: But aren’t they hard to understand?

Lynn: Yes and no.  I used the guidelines when I was making my
treatment choices.  I didn’t understand everything.  But I
did get some helpful information.

You don’t have to become an expert. Just learn enough to
feel good about your choices.   
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Keep asking questions.
Mara: What if my doctor tells me to do something that is 

different from the guidelines?

Lynn: Ask why. 

Mara: But I don’t want to be a trouble maker.

Lynn: Look, the doctors and nurses want to help you. But it’s your
breast cancer, your body, and your life. 

You may be surprised. My doctor was glad that I had 
so many questions.

Mara: The truth is, I don’t understand half of what the doctor says.

Lynn: It helps to have a friend or family member there. 
That way, you can both ask questions. And the other 
person can take notes. 

Try to take notes yourself if you’re alone. Or ask the doctor 
and nurse if you can tape record your talk. That way, you can
listen to the tape at home.

Mara: What kind of questions should I ask?

Lynn: Ask exactly what your treatment choices are. 
Ask what will happen if you do or don’t have each treatment.

Tell them if you don’t understand something. Ask them to
explain it again. And tell them if something bothers you about
the treatment. All treatments have side effects.

Mara: So what if it bothers me? I need it to get well, right?

Lynn: Sometimes there are other treatments with fewer side effects. 
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Ask questions. Bring a 
friend if you can.

Before choosing any 
treatment, ask your 
doctor or nurse:

• What is this treatment 
supposed to do?

• What is my risk of getting
breast cancer again if I do
have this treatment? 
What if I don’t have it?

• What is my risk of dying 
in 5 or 10 years if I do 
have this treatment?  
What if I don’t have it?

• What are the risks of 
bad side effects with 
this treatment?

• Are there any side effects 
that will last for the rest 
of my life?
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Ask for help.
Mara: There’s so much to deal with. I feel like I’m drowning.

I don’t even know how I’m going to pay 
for all this. And who’s going to help with my family?

Lynn: This is a problem for many women.  But there are 
programs that can help with paying some bills. 
Others can give you rides to and from the doctor. 
Sometimes there’s child care help, too. 

Mara: Where? How?

Lynn: Ask. Doctors and nurses won’t know that you 
need help unless you tell them.

You can also call NBCCF toll-free at 1-800-622-2838.
We have names of local groups that can help you. 

About that drowning feeling... We all have felt that way.
Remember–You’re not alone.  A lot of people want to help you.
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You may be able to 
get help with:

• Dealing with your feelings.

• Getting to and from 
your doctor.

• Learning about your cancer
and treatment choices.

• Paying the bills.

• Solving problems 
with your insurance.

How to get help: 

• Tell your nurses, doctors, 
or social workers the kind of
help you need.

• Call NBCCF toll-free 
at 1-800-622-2838.  
We have a list of helpful
groups across the country. 
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Do you want
more advice 
like this?
NBCCF has a book called
“Guide to Quality Breast 
Cancer Care.” It includes
more advice about getting 
the best care possible. 

Call toll-free 1-866-624-5307 
to get a free copy. 

Or, you can read it on
NBCCF's web site at
www.stopbreastcancer.org.



Get more information.

Guidelines
NCI is the main government agency
for cancer research and training.
NCI has breast cancer treatment
guidelines. You can look at the
guidelines on NCI’s web site or ask
them to mail you a copy.

NCI (National Cancer Institute)
Public Inquiries Office
Building 31, Room 10A31
31 Center Drive, MSC-2580
Bethesda, MD 20892-2580
Phone: 1-800-422-6237
www.cancer.gov

NCCN is a non-profit group of 19
cancer centers. NCCN supports 
state-of-the-art cancer care. NCCN
has breast cancer treatment guide-
lines. You can look at the guidelines
on NCCN’s web site or ask them to
mail you a copy.

NCCN (National Comprehensive
Cancer Network)
50 Huntington Pike, Suite 200
Rockledge, PA 19046
Phone: 1-888-909-6226
Fax: 215-728-3877
www.nccn.org12

NBCCF
NBCCF is a group of people who want to end breast cancer. 
We fight for better breast cancer care for everyone who needs it. 
We also work for more and better research.

NBCCF can help breast cancer patients find the 
information and help they need.  

NBCCF (National Breast Cancer Coalition Fund)
1707 L Street, NW, Suite 1060 • Washington, DC 20036
Phone:  1-800-622-2838  • 202-296-7477
Fax: 202-265-6854 • www.stopbreastcancer.org

Do you want to help end breast cancer? Join NBCCF and become
a breast cancer activist! Led by NBCCF, women and men across 
the country are raising their voices to fight breast cancer.  



If you have breast 
cancer, you should have:

Access to all the care you need 

Information that is 
complete and correct 

Choice about your doctors 
and your treatment 

Respect from everyone in the
health care system

Accountability so there is a
way to fix problems 

Improvement in the system 
so breast cancer care keeps 
getting better

This brochure was underwritten with pro-

ceeds from Fashion Targets Breast Cancer

(FTBC), a charitable initiative of the Council

of Fashion Designers of America/ CFDA

Foundation. FTBC is committed to helping

women concerned about and/or diagnosed

with breast cancer gain access to reliable

health information and quality health care,

and supports education and outreach pro-

grams that impact the broadest number of

women possible, especially the under-served.
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