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Prostate Cancer 101: Insight
into risk factors, symptoms,
and treatment options

Prostate cancer, one of the most prevalent cancers affecting men, claims thousands of new
patients each year.

It begins in the prostate — a small gland about the size of a walnut, nestled just below the
bladder. Its function is essential: to produce seminal fluid in men, providing nourishment and
transport for sperm.

When cells in the prostate begin to grow out of control, they can form a tumour and initiate
prostate cancer. The growth rate of prostate cancer varies — some types grow slowly, revealing
themselves gradually over years and requiring minimal or no treatment.

On the other end of the spectrum, other types can be aggressive, growing rapidly and spreading
to other parts of the body with startling speed. Understanding the nuances and complexities of
this disease is vital for early detection and effective treatment.




Prostate Cancer:
Who's at risk?

Who is most likely to fall into the hands of this disease? Several factors can
place one squarely in the crosshairs of prostate cancer. Age is perhaps the most
significant — the risk escalates sharply after the age of 50, and most cases are
diagnosed in men over 65.

Family history also plays a critical role. If a close relative — such as a father or brother
— has had prostate cancer, your risk is higher. This risk escalates if the relative was
diagnosed at a young age or if multiple family members have had the disease.

Lifestyle factors may also come into play. Some research suggests that a diet high in
red meat or high-fat dairy products might contribute to an increased risk of prostate
cancer, while diets high in fruits and vegetables may lower the risk. Certain types of
exercise, like vigorous physical activity, can also lower your risk.
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Decoding symptoms and
early warning signs

Silent and stealthy, prostate cancer in its early stages often operates under the
radar, causing no symptoms. But as the disease progresses and the tumour grows,
it can start to interfere with the normal function of the prostate and nearby organs,
leading to a number of potential symptoms.

Men may notice difficulties with urination, such as a reduced flow or straining

to urinate. Blood in the urine or semen can occur, and there may be pain during
ejaculation. More general symptoms can also appear, like bone pain, loss of appetite,
or unexplained weight loss, when the cancer has spread to bones and other parts of
the body.

However, these symptoms should not automatically signal panic. Conditions other
than prostate cancer, such as an enlarged prostate or prostatitis, can also cause
similar symptomes. If you experience any of these symptoms, consulting a healthcare
professional for an accurate diagnosis is crucial.




Prostate Cancer:
Diagnosis and screening

Screening for prostate cancer can be a valuable tool, potentially detecting the
disease in its early stages, even before symptoms appear. However, in the UK, there
isn’t a national screening programme for prostate cancer due to the risks associated
with the primary screening method, the Prostate-Specific Antigen (PSA) test.

The PSA test is a blood test that measures the level of a protein produced by the
cells in your prostate. While a higher level of PSA can indicate prostate cancer, other
conditions and activities, such as a simple urinary infection, cycling, or sexual activity,
can also cause an increase in PSA levels. This can lead to false positives and the risk
of unnecessary invasive tests.

Another method of screening is a physical exam, known as a digital rectal exam
(DRE). During this test, a healthcare professional inserts a gloved, lubricated finger
into the rectum to estimate the size of the prostate and feel for lumps or other
abnormalities.

In the UK, regular PSA tests are not offered to asymptomatic men who are not at

an increased risk of prostate cancer. However, men who are at a higher risk might
undergo regular testing. Any man can request a test, but a discussion regarding the
risks of the test will take place with their GP or nurse before a test is arranged.

If a man presents with symptoms, a DRE and PSA test would be performed. If these
tests suggest the presence of cancer, or if there are other concerning symptoms,
further tests such as scans and biopsies may be arranged. A biopsy involves taking
small samples of tissue from the prostate to examine under a microscope. This can
provide definitive evidence of cancer and give doctors a better idea of how fast it’s
likely to grow and spread.




Exploring treatment
options and innovations

The course of treatment for prostate cancer can be as varied as the men it affects.
It hinges on many factors: the stage of the disease, the man’s age and overall health,
the likelihood that the cancer will cause problems, and personal preferences about
potential side effects.

Treatment options are plentiful. They can range from active surveillance — keeping a
close eye on the cancer without taking immediate action — to surgery to remove the
prostate, known as a prostatectomy.

Other options include radiation therapy, which uses high-energy rays to kill

cancer cells, hormone therapy to stop the body from producing testosterone,
chemotherapy to kill cancer cells throughout the body, and immunotherapy to help
the body’s immune system fight the cancer.

Recent years have brought exciting advancements in treatment. New technologies
and methods are constantly being developed, offering innovative treatments such
as high-intensity focused ultrasound (HIFU) and proton beam therapy. These can
target the cancer cells more precisely, reducing the damage to surrounding healthy
tissue and potentially leading to fewer side effects.




The power of
regular screenings
and early detection

Catching prostate cancer early, when it's most treatable, can significantly improve the
chances of successful treatment. Regular screenings become paramount for men over
the age of 50 who show symptoms of prostate cancer, or those with a higher-than-
average risk due to family history or other factors.

While the decision to undergo screening is deeply personal and should be made in
consultation with a healthcare provider, it's worth considering. Being proactive about
your health and including regular screenings in your health routine could be lifesaving.
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Navigating resources
and support

A prostate cancer diagnosis can feel overwhelming, but you don’t have to face it
alone. There are numerous resources available that offer information, support, and a
sense of community for men with prostate cancer and their loved ones.

Organisations like Prostate Cancer UK and Cancer Research UK are just a few of
the groups providing support services. These include helplines manned by
specialist nurses, online forums for sharing experiences and advice, and local
support groups where men and their families can meet others facing the same
challenges.

While prostate cancer is a significant health concern for men, arming ourselves
with knowledge and maintaining awareness are our most powerful tools in the
fight against this disease. This Men’s Health Awareness Month let’'s commit to
understanding prostate cancer and supporting those affected by the disease.

Contact HealthHero today for more support and advice.
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