                                   The PSA test  

What every man should know:
What is the PSA test?
It's a simple blood test that measures the level of Prostate Specific Antigen (PSA) in your blood, and it's an indicator of the health of your prostate gland.

Who can have a PSA test?
At risk are men aged over 50, who are entitled to ask their GP for a test, after discussing the 'pros and cons'. It's also advisable for men aged over 40 who have a close relative who's been diagnosed with prostate cancer (for instance, brother or father) to ask for a test. Men of African or Caribbean background, and men who are significantly overweight are also at higher risk of prostate cancer.

Why should I have a PSA test?
Because in its early stages, prostate cancer often produces no symptoms, so it's important to diagnose the disease early, before any symptoms arise, when treatment may be most effective.

What about the PSA test results?
Your blood sample will be sent for analysis and the result will be sent to you in a week or two. You're most likely to have a low, normal PSA level, which means you won't need another test for at least a year. (A  record of PSA test results over a period of years is worth retaining,  as it may identify an upward trend). A high level of PSA, however, may indicate possible prostate cancer and should prompt further investigation. A moderately raised PSA level means that other factors will be taken into account in deciding what further investigation your clinicians may recommend; for example, age, PSA history, family history, ethnicity, and prostate volume.

What are the 'pros and cons' of the PSA test?
The PSA test is not in itself a diagnosis. Prostate cancer is detected, after further tests, in only around a quarter of cases of moderately raised PSA level. There may be other reasons for a moderately raised PSA that may be innocent or easily treated. Conversely, in some cases, a low level of PSA does not guarantee the absence of prostate cancer.

If I'm found to have prostate cancer, what next?
Even when early stage prostate cancer is found, it can be difficult, even for a specialist, to determine whether it's aggressive and potentially life-threatening, or relatively harmless. The PSA level, along with other tests, will be used to help your clinicians recommend the best treatment plan for you, which may include active surveillance, and further PSA tests, as a useful monitoring tool.
So is the PSA test worthwhile?
Yes, most definitely, in our charity's view – early detection of prostate cancer may save your life.

Who should not have a PSA test, now?
You should delay your PSA test if you've

· had a urinary infection in the last 6 weeks

· had vigorous exercise, especially cycling, in the last 48 hours

· ejaculated within the last 48 hours

· had a digital rectal examination (DRE) within the last 7 days

· had a prostate biopsy, or bowel or bladder examination with a scope, in the last 6 weeks.

Where can I find more information about the PSA test?
From the NHS Prostate Cancer Risk Management Programme at www.pcrmp.org.uk, or from the national charities 'Tackle' at www.tackleprostate.org or Prostate Cancer UK at www.prostatecanceruk.org.
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