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Letter to the editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 
June 27, 2010 

 
“New Warnings On CT Scan Overuse” 

 

Experts report that, "Each year, 10 percent of the U.S. population gets a CT scan, and use of this imaging is 
growing more than 10 percent per year."  WOW!  Warnings of misuse or over use have not been effective.  
Thus, the FDA and Congress are considering stepping in with new measures to help prevent medical mistakes.  
CAT scans may cause as many as 1 in 50 future cases of cancer and a New England Journal of Medicine study 
found that as many as one-third of all CAT scans performed in the U.S. are unnecessary.  Far more people face 
potential long-term harm from ordinary scans that are done correctly but that are overused, repeated or simply 
unnecessary.  Shockingly, a 2009 article in Archives of Internal Medicine stated, "Radiation from CT scans 
done in 2007, will cause 29,000 cancers and kill nearly 15,000 Americans." Further, it said that a third of these 
cancers will occur in people who were ages 35 to 54, when they got their CT, about two-thirds will occur in 
women and 15 percent will arise from scans done in children or teens.  Children are particularly sensitive to 
radiation.  Experts had estimated that there will be an extra 2,000 excess breast cancers just from CT scans done 
in 2007.  Dr. Rebecca Smith-Bindman, a radiologist at the University of California at San Francisco, found a 
13-fold variation in the dose that patients at four California hospitals received for the same type of scan and she 
said, "Industry efforts to curb overuse and lower radiation doses have had little impact."  Regulation of this 
situation is "all voluntary" and the use of high-tech imaging needs to become much more selective.  I hate to see 
the federal government stick its nose into regulating more and more aspects of our lives but something clearly 
has to be done.  The dangers of radiation over-exposure are avoidable, just like smoking.  But so far, neither 
patients nor physicians are moving quickly enough to correct this situation.  Thus, it appears that Congress 
could give the FDA authority to set doses for CT scans, the way it has allowed the agency to do so for 
mammograms.   

In the America that I love, we will be more aware of the dangers of unnecessary CT scans and we will 
encourage the use of less dangerous methods, such as ultrasound or MRI, whenever possible. Undoubtedly, fear 
of being sued prompts doctors to order lots of diagnostic studies and until meaningful tort reform is enacted or 
reasonable caps are placed on malpractice law suits, I fully understand their position.  Additionally, standards 
need to be required to keep radiation doses as low as possible.  Always keep in mind that radiation has a long 
term, cumulative impact. Please, do your part to keep it low. 
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