
 

New study suggests benefits of regular
mammography extend to the elderly

January 6 2016

Breast cancer is the second most common cancer in women after skin
cancer and occurred in 230,000 women in the United States in 2015.
Breast cancer afflicts 1 in 8 women in their lifetime and 1 in 25 die from
this disease. Although a number of randomized trials demonstrate the
clear benefits of mammography screening in women up to age 74 on
reducing mortality, data are sparse in women over the age of 74,
especially minorities. In 2010, 41 percent of breast cancer deaths
occurred in the more than 19 million women who are between the ages
of 65 to 84 years.

In a new study published in the American Journal of Medicine, Charles
H. Hennekens, M.D., senior author and first Sir Richard Doll Professor
and senior academic advisor to the dean in the Charles E. Schmidt
College of Medicine at Florida Atlantic University, indicates that black
and white women ages 75 to 84 years who had an annual mammogram
had lower 10-year breast cancer mortality than corresponding women
who had biennial or no/irregular mammograms.

Among elder women, the American Cancer Society and the United
States Preventive Services Task Force recommend regular 
mammography for ages 65 to 74.

Although many guidelines rely on self-reports, Hennekens and his
collaborators from Baylor College of Medicine and Meharry Medical
College, used the Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End Results (SEER)
program file linked to the Medicare administrative claims file, which
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allowed them to identify screening mammography use from 1995 to
2009 from 64,384 non-Hispanic women (4,886 black and 59,498 white).
These linked files also permitted them to explore breast cancer mortality
differences between elderly black or white women who self-selected for
regular annual or biennial mammography screening. The researchers
selected 69 as the lower age limit because Medicare coverage of the
general population begins at age 65, and the exposure of interest was
regular mammography screening in the four years immediately
preceding breast cancer diagnosis.

Three mutually exclusive categories were defined: no or irregular
mammography; biennial mammography; and annual mammography.
They looked at data from non-Hispanic, white or black women;
Hispanics were not included because Hispanic white women have
substantially lower mortality than non-Hispanic whites, and the number
of Hispanic blacks is small. The researchers also measured
socioeconomic status looking at median household income, the
percentage of individuals living below the poverty level, and whether or
not they had a high school education.

Other significant findings from the study show that:

White women who had died tended to be older, to have a later
stage diagnosis, to have received chemotherapy, and to have a
higher socioeconomic status.
White women who died were less likely to have undergone
surgery and receive radiation therapy.
Similar characteristics were seen in black women as in white
women.
69- to 84-year-old women receiving regular annual screening
mammography during the four years immediately preceding
breast cancer diagnosis had consistently lower five-year and
10-year risks of breast cancer mortality than women with no or
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irregular screening regardless of race.
10-year risks were more than three times higher among white
and more than two times higher among blacks aged 69 to 84
years with no or irregular screening compared with annual
screening.

Hennekens notes that further research is needed, but that in the future,
the use of regular claims-based surveillance for mammography as a
source of data may offer some unique advantages over self-reports.

From 1995 to 2005, according to Science Watch, Hennekens was the
third most widely cited medical researcher in the world and five of the
top 20 were his former fellows and/or trainees. In 2012, Science Heroes
ranked Hennekens No. 81 in the history of the world for having saved
more than 1.1 million lives, which placed him two ahead of professor
Jonas Salk ranked No. 83 for the development of the polio vaccine. In
2013, he received the "Fries Prize for Improving Health" and in 2014, he
received the Alton Ochsner Award for his pioneering work on smoking
and health. In 2015, he was ranked the No. 14 "Top Scientist in the
World" based on his H-index of 173.
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