Protocols for Breast Thermography

To begin any discussion of breast thermography, one must understand from the outset that thermography cannot and does not determine the presence of breast cancer. What it can determine is the presence of abnormalities that may necessitate further examination. Only lab tests of cell cultures can assess whether or not tissues are cancerous. At best, thermography is an early warning tool helpful at discovering unhealthy conditions in the breast. As such it can be very helpful in the clinical practice of an acupuncturist, since we are all about preventing illness.


Because thermography often falls outside the purview of medical regulation, there are no clearly defined, universally accepted legal standards for breast thermography. However, there are several active and recognized agencies in the field that have established their own internally accepted protocols for breast thermography: the American Academy of Medical Infrared Imaging, the American Academy of Thermology, the International Academy of Clinical Thermology, and the International Thermographic Society, all of whom can e accessed via the internet.


Dr. William Cockburn, DC, FIACT, FABFE has gone to great lengths to delineate proper protocols for breast thermography. Because of copyright considerations, they cannot be spelled out here whole or in part. However they can be accessed in full by visiting Breast Thermal Imaging – The Paradigm Shift by Dr. William Cockburn, DC at 
http://www.breastthermography.org/paradigmshift.html

Dr. Cockburn essentially follows Dr. Wexler’s recommendations when it comes to the factors affecting proper examination, and he identifies the positions in which the breasts are to be thermographed at the following website called “Sample Breast Thermography Examination Positioning:” http://www.breastthermography.org/sampleexambreast.html

Dr. Cockburn goes on to specify that infrared thermography equipment should have sensitivity to between 0.4 and 1.0 of a degree Centigrade. Why? Because if there is a temperature difference between similar areas of the left and right breasts greater than 1.0 degrees Centigrade, one may strongly suspect the presence of a pathology. Again, this does not mean that one has positively identified a cancerous breast tumor, since there are several conditions which can lead to right/left temperature variations, and these conditions must be discerned through differential diagnosis. 


Dr. Cockburn eloquently expresses his concerns about the quality of equipment used in thermography in an article entitled Truth in Marketing and Advertising in the
Thermal Imaging Industry � A Physician and Patient Alert. The article can be accessed in its entirety at http://www.breastthermography.org/advisoryonequipment.html .


An article written by this author’s good friend, Tom Klaber, in the September, 1999 issue of Alternative Medicine magazine (see the accompanying .pdf file – Klaber on Thermography) recounts advances in thermographic equipment developed by Maurice Bales of Walnut Acres, California. It also discusses pros and cons of thermography versus mammography and is quite an interesting read.
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