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PSA tests for prostate cancer

Before having the test, discuss the pros and cons with your doctor

P

rostate cancer is the second-leading cause
of cancer deaths for men in the U.S. All men
are at risk for it, especially after age 50.

But that doesn’t mean you should get routine
screening for prostate cancer. The PSA test is
the only available screening test, and it can have
serious risks.
What is a PSA test?
The prostate is the small gland that makes semen.
The PSA test measures Prostate-Specific Antigen
in the semen. If the PSA level is high, it might be
a sign of cancer. Or it may be a sign of something
else, such as an infection.
Talk to your doctor first.
In the past, doctors ordered PSA tests for all men
over age 50. But in recent years, experts have
questioned this practice. The American Urological
Association recommends that you consider a
PSA test only after talking with your doctor about
your risk factors. Use this fact sheet to learn the
questions you should ask your doctor.

Is my high PSA level due to cancer?

Are there risks associated with treatment?

A high PSA might be due to a condition called
benign prostatic hyperplasia (BPH). This causes
an enlarged prostate, but it is not cancer. Or it
may be caused by an infection, or because you
recently had sex or went on a long bicycle ride.

Treating prostate cancer also has risks.
Prostate cancer is often treated by removing
the prostate gland or with radiation. Both
treatments cause some urinary incontinence or
erectile dysfunction in about a fourth of men
treated. And both have some serious but rare
complications, such as a heart attack or blood
clots in the lungs.

What are the risks associated with a biopsy?
A high PSA level may lead to getting a prostate
biopsy. The biopsy causes problems in one out
of every three men: fever, infection, bleeding,
urinary problems, or pain. In most cases the
problems are not serious, but a few men will
need to be hospitalized.
Will the cancer spread?
In many cases the cancers don’t spread beyond
the prostate or cause harm. Often prostate
cancer grows very slowly and it will usually not
be the cause of death.

Are there other options besides treatment?
If it’s cancer, consider active surveillance.
Active surveillance means that you and your
doctor keep a careful watch on your condition.
There are frequent checks to make sure it’s
not fast growing. With this approach, you
have regular PSA tests to check if the cancer
is growing quickly. You may also have MRI or
ultrasound tests.

This report is for you to use when talking with your
healthcare provider. It is not a substitute for medical advice
and treatment. Use of this report is at your own risk.
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