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“Mammograms:  Do They Save Lives " 

Excluding skin cancer, breast cancer is the most common cancer affecting 

women in the United States. Yet, screening mammograms (breast x-rays) in 

females is still controversial and confusing. This method of detection, combined 

with self exams, is  fairly good in detecting early stage cancer of the breast. Yet, 

definite diagnosis of a suspicious breast mass can only be established through fine 

needle aspiration biopsy (FNAB), core needle biopsy, or excisional biopsy. The 

Komen Cancer Foundation, known for its high-profile "pink ribbon" campaign, 

has been accused of overselling pre-emptive mammography, using misleading 

statistics in its pro-screening campaigns and understating the risks. Professors 

Steven Woloshin and Lisa Schwartz take issue with a Komen poster comparing 

the 98-percent five-year survival rate for breast cancer when caught early, with a 

23-percent rate for later diagnosis.  Instead, they say, "In reality a mammogram 

only narrowly decreases the chances that a 50-year-old woman will die from 

breast cancer within 10 years from 0.53 percent to 0.46 percent."  The pair of 

professors state, "Breast cancer treatments are more effective today, and some 

question whether screening mammography has any benefit whatsoever." They feel 

screening can result in over diagnosis and misuse of statistics to generate false 

hope about the benefit of mammography screening. A 2010 report in the New 

England Journal of Medicine said mammograms have only a "modest" impact on 

reducing breast cancer deaths. A number of studies over the past few years have 

concluded that mammograms do not save lives and argue that they may cause 

harm because of false positives, over treatment and radiation-induced cancers.  A 

2009 meta-analysis by the Cochrane Database review found that breast cancer 

screening led to a 30% rate of over diagnosis and concluded that for every 2,000 

women invited for screening throughout a 10 year period, the life of just ONE 

woman was prolonged, while 10 healthy women underwent unnecessary 

treatment. Another study found overall, 22% of screen detected invasive breast 

cancers were over diagnosed, representing one over diagnosed breast cancer for 

every 424 women who received mammography screening in the trial. Recently, 

one of the largest and longest investigations into mammography sent shockwaves 

through the medical community when it reported that the death rates from breast 

cancer were virtually identical among women who got annual mammograms and 

those who did not. It also stated, "one in five cancers found with mammography 

and treated was not a threat to the woman's health and did not need treatment such 

as chemotherapy, surgery or radiation."  

 

In the America that I love, we still must strive to obtain early detection of 

all forms of cancer, especially breast cancer. Not getting diagnosed in time for 

effective treatment is inexcusable and is major survival setback.   
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