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"CT Scan Overuse?" 

 
CT scans can be a double-edged sword.  CAT scans or CT scans (computerized tomography) can be 

a godsend to physicians in finding everything from cancers to kidney stones.  However, are they always 
necessary or safe, especially in radiation sensitive children?  The frequency of CT scans is increasing and 
in 2009 there were over 70 million performed, even though the New England Journal of Medicine 
(NEJM) reported that CT scans may cause as many as 1 in 50 future cases of cancer.  CT scans require a 
mega-dose of radiation, which can be as much as 500 times that of a conventional plain film X-ray.  
Shockingly, a NEJM study found that as many as one-third of all CT scans performed in the United 
States are unnecessary and reported that multiple unneeded scans were common and 30% were on their 
third scan, 7% had five or more, and 4% had more than nine.  Yet, CT scans are unquestionably very 
important diagnostic tools but it is also true that they should not be unnecessarily overused.  And, 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."  Thus, it is argued that Americans are being over exposed to 
radiation, especially from CT scans.  It is sadly incongruous that the study that is needed to protect your 
health, may be the thing that kills you.  Estimates are that there will be an extra 2,000 excess breast 
cancers just from CT scans done in 2007.  About 15% of these cancers will arise from scans done in 
children or teens, who received the high-resolution X-ray scan to diagnose specific injuries and illnesses, 
or to screen for disease.  A 2011 article in the Annals of Emergency Medicine reported that among 
children, the percentage of appendicitis patients who were diagnosed using CT scans rose from zero to 60 
percent, from 1996 to 2006.  Some experts criticize the overuse of CT scans with appendicitis but we 
must remember that appendicitis is known as the "great masquerader."  I well remember the moments of 
angst when I was running the emergency room at Johns Hopkins Hospital back in the 1970s and 
struggling with making a definitive diagnosis of acute appendicitis in a child, who may have an 
impending rupture at any time.  A CT scan would have been a blessing to both me and the patient.    

 
In the America that I love, we realize there is no substitute for a good history and a thorough 

physical exam but we also realize the benefits of modern technology.  Sure, a flat abdominal X-ray is 
helpful, as is an ultrasound but both lack the diagnostic acuity of a CT scan.   
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