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Local doctor looks past Breast Cancer Awareness month
By Wei-Huan Chen
Wicked Local Needham
Posted Oct 28, 2012
Needham -- Dr. Mary Jane Houlihan appreciates Breast Cancer Awareness Month,
which ends next Thursday, for what it is. But she scoffs at the idea that such an
important and life-changing issue can be confined to just one month on the calendar.
“Because of what I do, it feels like every month and every day is for breast cancer
awareness,” said the breast cancer surgeon and specialist for the Beth Israel
Deaconess Medical Center in downtown Boston.
Houlihan has been treating breast cancer patients for more than two decades, and
now she sees about one new cancer patient a day.
The Needham resident said she’s looking forward to the expansion of the Beth Israel
Deaconess Hospital-Needham, where a new cancer center and surgical pavilion is
slated to open in spring 2014. The new center will include breast cancer treatment
services.
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“I’m excited about the possibility of extending breast cancer treatment services to
Beth Israel in Needham,” said Houlihan. “It makes treatment easier and more
accessible for people who live in Needham and surrounding communities.”

Many of her patients, she said, are burdened with the need to drive downtown week
after week for check-ups, initial diagnoses, surgery and post-operation visits.
Suburban patients and their family members find themselves sacrificing workdays to drive to the downtown hospital,
located near the Fenway/Kenmore area of Boston.
“It frequently takes the woman longer to drive in and out than the actual radiation therapy and treatment,” she said. “The
logistics for many of these things can be very challenging.”
Having a Needham-based cancer center would make it cheaper and more effective to treat a disease that can become
deeply ingrained in a patient’s personal and emotional life, she said.
“The breasts are very metaphorical objects,” said Houlihan. “They represent motherhood, femininity and sexuality. The
women I work with are evolving sexually. For some women, it’s still a taboo topic.”
A graduate of the University of Illinois at Chicago College of Medicine, Houlihan has been on the faculty of Beth Israel
Medical Center since 1988. She moved to Needham in 1995. She had witnessed the first pioneers for breast cancer rise to
prominence in the 1960s and 70s and saw death rates among American breast cancer patients fall from 55,000 a year in
the 1990s to 38,000 a year.
“Breast cancer is the most common women’s cancer and second leading cause of cancer deaths in women,” she said.
“Because of how common the disease is, over last 20 to 30 years, there was a movement driven by women and their
families to support women physicians, surgeons and other areas to take care of the women.”
However, despite the advances in the past years, Houlihan said there’s still a long way to go.
“It’s wonderful there’s a month for breast cancer because it acknowledges the need to find better treatments,” she said.
“But for the people I’m working with, it’s something we deal with every day.”

