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Today’s debate: Breast cancer

ogram advice

invites deadly

Our view:

Sudden shift in guidance threatens
to undercut benefits of screening.

Any woman who has had a mammogram
knows: that it’s an iffy, worry-inducing test.
The scans sometimes miss turnors, and they

" sometimes mistake harmless images for can-
cér, But women 40 and older, following stan-
dard medical advice, go ahead and get them
ZhyWway Decause there isn't
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consequences

» More cancers will go undetected.
Granted, the committee has some math on
its side. It says that only one life is saved for
every 1,904 mammograms of women in
their 40s, so the vast majority are wasting
their time. But try telling that to the women
whose- lives were saved by early detection.
Many women already find mammograms
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uncomfortable and intimidating; they only
nieed a little shove to decide against havin,

them@ really the direction the country :

.- wants to move on a disease

Do [?‘,70 S, i Lgs | any better way to detect f}

that is expected to kill

) breast cancer early. Better/ 1 1 more than 40,000 women
Dbt TERS , SIS TERY | totiska false positive than; Ag? differential his year? e
riot to discover a lesion that} | Studies show that mammo- » Not all breast cancers
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Or so went the thinking
until Monday, when an in-
fluential federal task force
turned that reasoning on its
head. It repudiated the
mantra that doctors and
public-health advocates
have been chanting for
years: Do a self-exaim once
4 month. Get a mammo-

group:
39-49 §
50-59
60-59

grams save more lives among
older women than younger
women, Number of screen-
ings needed to prevent one
breast cancer death, by age

Source: US, Preventive Services Task Force

are equal. Some are ex-
tremely aggressive, in fact
so-aggressive that getting
an exam every two years
instead of every-one will in
some cases mmake a life-
and-death difference.

» While the task force
says its recommendations
have nothing to do with in-
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gram annually.
The task force now says that most women

mograms ‘and’ that older women can cut
other year/The HMdependent

out. The task force’s rationale -— which hasn't
been émbraced by the medical establish-
TRt — 15 that yearly exams and self-screen-
ing leave too many women needlessly anx-
jous -and prompt unnecessary follow-up
procedures. The few lives that are saved by
screening, says the committee, don't justify
the strain on-everyone else. Women, a task
force member says, should be aware of those
limitations before getting a mammograrl.

Of course they should: And for the most
part, they are, which has to leave you won-
dering why th¢U.S. Preventive Sefvices Task
elled to trot out recomimen-
dations' that invite devastating conse-
quences: -
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By Veronica Salazar, USA TODAY

in their 40s don't need routine annual mam- |

surance coverage{its advice
could well'spar insurers to
cut back coverage for annual screenings, par-
ticularly for women younger than SOf%'TaT
3 family histo-
ry of cancer or other risks left to fight for a
needed mammogram.

Breast cancer is not the only place this sort
of reasoning is being applied. Recent studies
of PSA screening for prostate cancer suggest
that the collective benefit does not justify
routinely testing every man older than 50, as
is ‘done today. But you won't find many 50-
plus urologists opting nof to test themselves.
When a simple blood test can save your life,
who cares about averages?

Similar logic is also sure to be widely ap-
plied in other areas as the country tries to
rein in runaway medical costs.

On an academic level, this is interesting
and potentially useful. It might lead to better
tests, or fewer tests, in non-life threatening
circumstances. But if you're only one patient
trying to detect a deadly disease, it's just
something to muse about ~ on your way 1o
getting your mammogram.
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