
 

Many women shocked about breast
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Women are surprised and shocked that breast
screening can lead to 'overdiagnosis' of cancer, but
would rather go for screening than take the risk of
missing a cancer that could be treated, according
to new research published in BMJ Open. 

The Cancer Research UK funded study carried out
focus groups with 40 women aged between 50 and
71 years old based in and around London,
including both women who had already been
screened and others who had not attended for
screening.  

The researchers gave participants information on
breast screening and the possibility that a
proportion of slower-growing cancers diagnosed
through screening may never have caused a
problem in a woman's lifetime – known as
'overdiagnosis'. Participants were invited to discuss
the information.

They found that women were initially surprised and
shocked to discover that breast screening could
result in cancers being found that might not ever
have needed treatment. However, most of them
remained positive towards breast screening – often
noting that they preferred the risk of over-treatment

and side-effects to that of under-treatment.  

The study found that many women struggled to
understand the concept of overdiagnosis, and often
took the view that rather than affecting their
decision about whether or not to go for screening, it
was mainly an issue for treatment decisions.

Dr Jo Waller, a Cancer Research UK scientist at
UCL and study author said: "Our research is the
first of its kind to look at the attitudes of British
women towards overdiagnosis in breast screening.

"We found a widespread lack of awareness of
overdiagnosis and a strong view that the
information was important, although it rarely
changed women's beliefs about the value of
screening or their decisions about attending in the
future.

"Our study also highlighted the difficulty of
communicating risk information about cancer
screening. Population-level data and statistical
modelling are difficult even for medical experts to
understand, and more so for individuals to use to
weigh up the personal pros and cons of screening."

The study follows on from the Independent Breast
Screening Review, commissioned by Cancer
Research UK and the Department of Health in
October 2012 which aimed to give definitive
answers to the benefits and risks of breast cancer
screening.

The review concluded that breast screening
extends lives through early detection and treatment
but at a cost of overdiagnosis; which was estimated
to be around three cases of overtreatment for every
death prevented although there was a high degree
of uncertainty around the specific numbers.
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Sara Hiom, director of early diagnosis at Cancer
Research UK, said: "We think it's important for
women to have access to clear information about
breast screening, the balance of benefits and
harms and the fact that they could be diagnosed
with and treated for a cancer that might not cause
them harm.

"Overdiagnosis happens because some breast
cancers grow so slowly that it would take more than
a lifetime for them to spread around the body and
threaten a woman's health. The term
'overtreatment' is used to acknowledge that some
cancers are treated that did not need to be, but it's
not currently possible for doctors to distinguish
such cancers from those needing treatment, either
at the time or later.

"So, while this study highlights the need for clearer
communication about overdiagnosis, it also
demonstrates the need for more research to
identify women at higher risk of breast cancer and
distinguish between faster and slower growing
cancers. We are working towards this now.

"Cancer Research UK continues to recommend
that women go for breast screening when invited." 
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