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Est rogen and Progesterone Receptor  Status

An est rogen receptor (ER)  assay (analysis of a substance)  and a progesterone receptor (PR)  assay 
are tests perform ed on your tum or to determ ine if est rogen and progesterone horm ones st im ulated 
the growth of your cancer. This test  will help the oncologist  determ ine the m ost  appropriate type of 
t reatm ent  needed for your cancer.

Horm ones are chem icals that  are released into the 
bloodst ream  by a part icular gland. The horm ones 
at tach to receptors elsewhere in the body producing 
a physical response. The horm ones est rogen and 
progesterone are pr im arily produced by the ovaries, 
but  also by the adrenal glands and other t issues in 
the body. The horm ones funct ion m uch like a key, 
t raveling unt il they locate a receptor on a cell or a 
lock- like opening that  fit s the key. These “ locks”  on the 
breasts are called est rogen or progesterone receptors. 
When an est rogen/ progesterone m olecule finds a 
receptor, it  at taches to the receptor and the breast  cell 
allows the m olecule to enter. When inside the breast  
t issues, the est rogen or progesterone m olecules have 
the ability to affect  the cell’s funct ion. I f the cells do 
not  have this receptor, they are not  affected and the 
horm one m olecules cannot  enter or affect  the funct ion 
of the cell.  Som e breast  cancers have receptors 
for est rogen or progesterone m olecules. Som e 
breast  cancers do not  have any receptors for these 
horm ones.

All breast  cancers are tested for ER/ PR receptor status. A pathologist  will study your tum or to 
determ ine if your cancer had est rogen receptors (ER)  or progesterone receptors (PR) . I f the 
receptors are found, they referred to as “ER (+ )  posit ive”  or “PR (+ )  posit ive”  tum ors. Som e 
breast  cancers m ay be posit ive for one horm one and not  for the other. Som e tum ors do not  have 
receptors for est rogen or progesterone and are reported as “ER ( - )  negat ive”  “or PR ( - )  negat ive.”  

Often, postm enopausal wom en have a higher rate of posit ive receptor sites than prem enopausal 
wom en. Typically, about  75 to 80 percent  of tum ors are posit ive. When tum ors are ER or PR 
posit ive, m ore t reatm ent  opt ions with fewer side effects are available.

ER/ PR test ing is very im portant  to determ ine the m ost  appropriate t reatm ents. Tum ors that  are ER 
posit ive and PR posit ive are shown to be m ore responsive to horm onal therapies, whereas tum ors 
that  are ER or PR negat ive will probably not  respond to horm onal t reatm ent . 

I f a wom an tests ER or PR posit ive there are num erous horm onal drugs that  can reduce and 
prevent  est rogen/ progesterone im pact  on breast  t issues. 
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There Are Three Types of Ant i- Horm onal Medicat ions:
 Ŷ Select ive Est rogen Receptor  Modulators ( SERMs) :  Tam oxifen, Fareston®  ( torem ifene)
 Ŷ Arom atase I nhibitors:  Ar im idex®  (anast rozole) , Arom asin®  (exem estane) , Fem ara®   

( let rozole)
 Ŷ Est rogen Receptor  Dow nregulators ( ERDs) :  Faslodex ( fulvest rant )  

Ant i-horm onal m edicat ion side effects are sim ilar to m enopausal sym ptom s, such as hot  flashes, 
vaginal dryness, vaginal spot t ing and occasionally nausea during the first  several weeks. Rem oval 
of the ovaries can also be a t reatm ent  opt ion to reduce the circulat ing horm ones in the body. These 
horm onal t reatm ents, unlike m ost  chem otherapy drugs, do not  cause hair loss or negat ively affect  
blood counts. 

Your pathology report  will reveal if you are ER posit ive/ negat ive or PR posit ive/ negat ive. Your 
physician will discuss the effect  of your receptor status on your t reatm ent  opt ions.
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