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Breast Self-Examination (BSE): 

Knowledge, Awareness, Attitude, and Practice Among Female Undergraduate Medical 

Students of a Public Sector Medical College in Punjab, Pakistan. 

Muhammad Junaid Iqbal, Menahal, Farmeen Akhtar, Aima Safdar, Tahreem Tariq & Noor ul Huda 

ABSTRACT 

Objective: Our study aims to assess the knowledge, awareness, attitude, and practice of Breast Self-

Examination (BSE) among female undergraduate medical students. 

Methodology: After receiving ethical approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and obtaining 

written informed consent from the participants, a cross-sectional study was conducted among 117 female 

undergraduate medical students from the 1st year to the final year, from July 2024 to September 2024, 

at Sahiwal medical college, a public sector institution in Punjab, Pakistan. Data was collected using a 

validated questionnaire via a convenience sampling technique and analyzed using SPSS version 26 for 

descriptive statistics (frequency and percentages). 

Results: Of the 117 participants, 17.9% (n=21) were from the 1st year, 18.8% (n=22) from the 2nd year, 

23.1% (n=27) from the 3rd year, 21.4% (n=25) from the 4th year, and 18.8% (n=22) were from the final 

year. The study shows that two-thirds of participants have adequate knowledge of BSE. Similarly, 105 

(89.7%) participants find BSE easy to perform, while 59 (50.4%) reported practicing it. 

Conclusion: Medical students have a better understanding of breast cancer and its earlier diagnosis, 

which contributes to a positive attitude towards BSE. Awareness regarding BSE should also be promoted 

among the general population to help control this disease. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Breast cancer (BC) is a major disease affecting 

women globally, with approximately 2.3 million 

new cases reported in 2020, overtaking the 

incidence of most other cancers.¹ It presents a  
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significant challenge for healthcare providers, 

placing a substantial burden on the healthcare 

system and an emotional strain on patients' 

families. Although diagnosis before the age of 40 is 

less common, the disease has a greater impact on 

younger patients.² Raising awareness in resource-

limited settings can play a crucial role in early 

diagnosis.3 Since breast cancer has various stages 

of severity, significant damage may have already 

occurred by the time it is diagnosed at a later stage, 

making treatment difficult.⁴  

The increased incidence of breast cancer can be 

attributed to multiple risk factors, including a 

sedentary lifestyle, poor eating habits, obesity, 

reduced breastfeeding, and alcohol consumption. 

The incidence can be reduced if people have proper 

awareness of the causes and risk factors of this 

disease.⁵ A considerable number of early breast 

cancer discoveries are made by individuals who 
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perform BSE, as initial cancers are often self-

discovered. Routine self-examinations can lead to 

the detection of breast cancer at its earliest stage.⁶ 

BSE is particularly important in regions where 

clinical breast examination (CBE) and 

mammography are not readily available, especially 

in developing countries. It can be easily performed 

in low-income areas as it is safe, private, 

convenient, and requires no equipment.7 If women 

are adequately informed about the symptoms and 

risk factors of BC, they can play an important role 

in reducing the disease burden in their communities 

and protecting their own health.8 Women can reach 

out to healthcare providers if they find any 

abnormality either on inspection or palpation, as 

BSE will help women become familiar with the 

normal contour, appearance, and consistency of 

their breasts.9 BC is a lethal disease, but its impact 

can be mitigated if the public is properly educated 

about its risk factors.10 In this study we assessed the 

knowledge, attitude and practice of breast self-

examination as a preventive measure for breast 

cancer. The practice of breast self-examination 

(BSE) can play an important role in reducing 

disease burden by early detection.  
 

METHODOLOGY 

After obtaining ethical approval from the 

Institutional Review Board (letter#118/IRB/ 

SLMC/SWL) and securing written informed 

consent from the participants, a cross-sectional 

study was conducted from July 2024 to September 

2024, at Sahiwal medical college, a public sector 

institution in Punjab, Pakistan. The convenience 

sampling technique was used to collect data from 

first-year to final-year undergraduate medical 

students via a validated questionnaire. The 

inclusion criterion was all the female undergraduate 

medical students who were willing to participate in 

our study and filled the written informed consent 

form. All those participants were excluded who 

initially gave consent but later on didn’t fill the 

questionnaire and additionally all the incomplete 

questionnaires were excluded. The data was 

analyzed using SPSS version 26 for descriptive 

statistics (frequency and percentages). The sample 

size was calculated to be 117 female students, based 

on an expected frequency of 17.4% and a 5% 

margin of error, using the formula for a finite 

population: 

 n = N·Z²·P(1−P) / [d²(N−1) + Z²·P(1−P)] 

 

RESULTS 

In our study, the study population was female 

undergraduate medical students and out of the total 

117 participants, 17.9% (n=21) were from 1st year, 

18.8% (n=22) from 2nd year, 23.1% (n=27) from 3rd 

year, 21.4% (n=25) from 4th year and 18.8% (n=22) 

were from final year. A total of 114 (97.4%) 

participants were unmarried and 3 (2.6%) were 

married. Additionally, 95 (81.2%) participants 

were hostel residents and 22 (18.8%) were day 

scholars. 

 

Table 1: Demographics of the study participants. 

Sr. 

no. 
Variables 

Frequency 

(f) 

Percentage 

(%age) 

1. 
Marital 

status 

Married 3 2.6% 

Unmarried 114 97.4% 

2. 
Year of 

study 

1st year 21 17.9% 

2nd year 22 18.8% 

3rd year 27 23.1% 

4th year 25 21.4% 

5th year 22 18.8% 

3. Residency 
Boarders 95 81.2% 

Day scholars 22 18.8% 

Table 2: Knowledge about Breast Self-Examination among the 

study participant (things they look for during breast  

self-examination) 

Sr. 

no. 

Indicators Checked 

During Breast Self-

Examination (BSE) 

Agree Disagree 

1. Lump in the breast 89 (76.1%) 28 (23.9%) 

2. Inverted nipples 85 (72.6%) 32 (27.4%) 

3. Abnormal nipple discharge 81 (69.2%) 36 (30.8%) 

4. 

Changes in breast skin 

texture, such as redness, 

dimpling or tethering 

88 (75.2%) 29 (24.8%) 

5. 
Change in the size and 

shape of the breast 
85 (72.6%) 32(27.4%) 

6. Don’t know 20(17.1%) 97(82.9%) 
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Table 4: Practice of Breast Self-Examination (BSE) among the 

study participants. 

Sr. 

no. 

Practice of Breast Self-

Examination (BSE). 

Frequency 

(n) 

Percentage 

(%) 

1. 
Have you ever 

performed BSE? 

Yes 59 50.4% 

No 58 49.6% 

2. 

How often do 

you perform 

BSE? 

Everyday 1 0.9% 

Weekly 9 7.7% 

Monthly 15 12.8% 

Yearly 6 5.1% 

At random 34 29.1% 

Don’t perform 52 44.4% 

3. 

What is the 

appropriate time 

to perform BSE? 

Before 

menstruation 
1 0.9% 

During 

menstruation 
2 1.7% 

Some days 

after 

menstruation 

12 10.3% 

No particular 

time 
45 38.5% 

Don’t know 57 48.7% 

4. 
How do you 

perform BSE? 

In front of 

mirror 
21 17.9% 

While 

showering 
36 30.8% 

By lying down 

on bed 
11 9.4% 

Don’t perform 49 41.9% 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

This study was conducted among undergraduate 

female students at Sahiwal Medical College to 

evaluate their knowledge, attitude, and practice 

regarding breast self-examination (BSE). In our 

study, 114 (97.4%) participants were unmarried and 

3 (2.6%) were married. Out of the total 117 

participants, 17.9%, were from 1st year, 18.8% from 

2nd year, 23.1% from 3rd year, 21.4% from 4th year 

and 18.8% were from final year. Moreover, 95 

(81.2%) participants were hostel residents and 22 

(18.8%) were day scholars. 

In our study, 89 (76.1%) of respondents were aware 

of breast lumps, 85 (72.6%) recognized inverted 

nipples, 81 (69.2%) knew about abnormal nipple 

discharge, 88 (75.2%) understood changes in breast 

skin texture (such as redness, dimpling, and 

tethering), and 85 (72.6%) were aware of changes 

in breast size and shape. However, 20 (17.1%) of 

the respondents were not familiar with BSE. 

Overall, approximately two-thirds of the 

participants had adequate knowledge of BSE. 

These findings contrast with a study of female 

medical students from Saudi Arabia, where more 

than half of the participants demonstrated 

inadequate knowledge of BSE. In that study, only 

48% were aware of breast lumps, 42.9% recognized 

changes in breast size and shape, and 29% knew 

Table 3: Attitude of the study participants towards breast self-

examination. 

Sr. 

no. 

Attitude towards Breast Self-

Examination (BSE). 

Frequency 

(n) 

Percentage 

(%) 

1. 
Is BSE time 

consuming? 

Yes 15 12.8% 

No 102 87.2% 

2. 
Is BSE 

expensive? 

Yes 3 2.6% 

No 114 97.4% 

3. 

Is it difficult 

to perform 

BSE? 

Yes 12 10.3% 

No 105 89.7% 

4. 

Is BSE 

embarrassing 

and 

unpleasant? 

Yes 22 18.8% 

No 95 81.2% 

5. 

At what age 

should BSE 

be practiced? 

Above 15 years old 60 51.3% 

Above 20 years old 23 19.7% 

Above 30 years old 6 5.1% 

No specific age 19 16.2% 

Don’t know 9 7.7% 

6. 

How often 

should 

someone do 

the 

procedure of 

BSE. 

Daily 
Agree 22 18.8% 

Disagree 95 81.2% 

Weekly 
Agree 62 53% 

Disagree 55 47% 

Monthly 
Agree 77 65.8% 

Disagree 40 34.2% 

Yearly 
Agree 52 44.4% 

Disagree 65 55.6% 

Not 

necessary 

Agree 6 5.1% 

Disagree 111 94.9% 

Table 5: Reported actions of participants upon detection of a 

breast lump 

Sr. 

no. 

Actions most likely taken 

by participants upon 

noticing a breast lump. 

Frequency 

(n) 

Percentage 

(%) 

1. I would go for 

treatment from a 

traditional 

healer. 

Agree 47 40.2% 

Disagree 70 59.8% 

2. 

I would ignore. 
Agree 5 4.3% 

Disagree 112 95.7% 

3. I would visit the 

clinic for further 

diagnosis. 

Agree 109 93.2% 

Disagree 8 6.8% 

4. 

Don’t know. 
Agree 9 7.7% 

Disagree 108 92.3% 
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about inverted nipples.11 Similarly, another study 

among female medical students and faculty from 

Najran University in Saudi Arabia reported much 

lower levels of knowledge, with only 11.7% 

knowing about abnormal nipple discharge, 11.3% 

aware of skin changes, and 10.3% recognizing 

changes in breast size.12 

Comparatively, a study in Pakistan among 

university students revealed that only 25% knew 

about breast lumps, indicating that medical students 

at Sahiwal Medical College possess greater 

knowledge than students from other disciplines.1 

Another study conducted in India among college 

teachers showed better awareness of BSE, with 

83.3% knowing about breast lumps, 60.8% aware 

of skin redness, 65.3% recognizing changes in 

breast size, 48.7% aware of abnormal nipple 

discharge, and 51.2% knowing about inverted 

nipples.14 

In our study, 105 (89.7%) participants found BSE 

easy to perform, 114 (97.4%) considered it a cost-

effective method, 22 (18.8%) felt it was 

embarrassing or unpleasant, and 60 (51.3%) 

recommended it be performed after age 15, with 

other respondents suggesting different ages. 

Additionally, 109 (93.2%) indicated they would 

visit a doctor if they detected a lump, while 47 

(40.2%) said they would consult a traditional 

healer. 

A comparative study among women attending 

pastoral health facilities in South Ethiopia reported 

that 53.2% found BSE simple to perform, while 

42.5% felt uncomfortable touching their breasts 

during the examination.15 This suggests that the 

participants in our study had a more favorable 

attitude toward BSE. A study among female 

university students in Bangladesh found that 20.5% 

believed in herbal treatment, and 17% considered 

alternative medicines to be effective treatments.16 

While more than half of the respondents in the 

Bangladesh study relied on modern medical 

treatment, our study revealed that 40.2% would opt 

for traditional treatment, reflecting a preference for 

alternative treatment options. 

Furthermore, a study at King Edward Medical 

College found that 50% of respondents felt 

embarrassed about visiting a doctor after detecting 

symptoms.17 In contrast, participants in our study 

demonstrated a more positive attitude toward 

consulting a doctor. A study among female medical 

students from Saudi Arabia suggested that 89% of 

respondents correctly identified that BSE should be 

performed monthly, whereas our participants 

showed a lower level of adherence to the 

recommended frequency of BSE.11 

In our study, 59 (50.4%) of the participants 

practiced BSE, while 57(48.7%) were unaware of 

the appropriate time to perform it. Among those 

who performed BSE, 36 (30.8%) did so while 

showering, 21 (17.9%) in front of a mirror, and 11 

(9.4%) while lying down. 

A similar study among university students in 

Pakistan found that only 23% practiced BSE, 

indicating that medical students at Sahiwal Medical 

College practice BSE more frequently.13 In 

contrast, a study from Ethiopia among social 

science undergraduate female students revealed 

that only 17.4% of respondents practiced BSE, 

while 21% of master's degree students in 

Bangladesh reported practicing BSE. A study in 

Bangladesh among female university students also 

found that 46.7% knew about BSE, but only 16.3% 

practiced it, which contrasts with the higher rate of 

BSE practice observed in our study.18,16,19 

In India, one study among healthcare professionals 

showed that only 15.6% practiced BSE,20 while 

another study among nursing students reported a 

much higher practice rate of 87.5%.21 These 

findings indicate significant variability in BSE 

practice rates, with one study showing lower 

practice rates than ours, and another showing 

higher. In Jordan, 36.5% of women reported not 

practicing BSE, while in Northwest Turkey, 81.5% 

of women did not perform BSE regularly, both of 

which contrast with our findings. However, a 

Turkish study among female university students, 

reported that 50% of students practiced BSE, which 

aligns with our results.22,23,24 
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CONCLUSION 

Our study suggests that medical students possess 

better knowledge, attitude, and practice of breast 

self-examination (BSE) compared to students from 

other disciplines, likely due to their medical 

background. However, gaps still exist, highlighting 

the need for comprehensive studies and education 

to enhance early detection of breast cancer. 

 

Limitations: This study was limited to 

undergraduate students from a single medical 

college in Pakistan, which restricts the 

generalization of our findings. Additionally, the 

data was self-reported, leading to recall bias and 

response bias, and the actual practice of BSE was 

not independently verified. Furthermore, not all 

aspects of knowledge and attitude toward BSE were 

covered in this study. A more detailed study could 

provide a better understanding of BSE knowledge, 

attitude, and practice. Lastly, Mammography 

complements breast self-examination (BSE) in 

early breast cancer detection and is generally more 

effective. 
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