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There is currently no effective screening tool for breast cancer in young women. Mammography is not sensitive enough and MRI may be too sensitive and expensive; and both cannot be used very frequently in this cohort in whom cancers may grow quickly. 

Breastlight is a handheld device that transilluminates the breast with a red light (617nm) that is absorbed by haemoglobin so that areas of high vascularity (such as malignant tumours) should appear black. Clinical trials with its prototype in Edinburgh and Aberdeen had a sensitivity of 70-90%.  With miniaturisation technology, the principles have been used to manufacture a handheld device. Data collected by an independent market research company employed by manufacturers are presented here.

Of the 1500 women approached, 1087 returned their feedback. 543 were < 50 yrs old and 511 were pre menopausal. 78% found Breastlight easy to use.  14 women (1.3%) were prompted to go and see a doctor based on new findings; of these, 3 had a mammogram and 1 cancer (non-palpable 1.2 cm) was detected. 80% of women felt a little more or a lot more confident about finding abnormalities in their own breasts after using the device.  All women would still attend a routine mammogram and they were not dissuaded by the reassurance of normal findings with device. 1/1087 said that she would request an appointment for a mammogram and 2/1087 said that they would visit a doctor more frequently. 

The device appears unlikely to do harm either by raising anxiety or by giving false reassurance. The device needs to be investigated further especially in certain groups of women: those with a family history of breast cancer, lumpy breasts, recurrent cysts and those under 50, in whom screening mammography is relatively ineffective. If its sensitivity and specificity is found to be acceptable, it could be investigated whether it is effective as a screening tool that could potentially be used frequently by women themselves.

