
 

Screening mammograms catch second breast
cancers early

February 22 2011

More women are surviving longer after having early-stage breast cancer,
but they are at risk of developing breast cancer again: a recurrence or a
new cancer, in either breast. Annual screening (a.k.a. "surveillance")
mammography has long been standard for these women, but only scant
evidence on screening outcomes supported this practice. In the February
23, 2011 Journal of the American Medical Association, the most
comprehensive relevant study to date shows yearly mammograms do
detect second breast cancers early. 

The Breast Cancer Surveillance Consortium (BCSC) study examined 12
years of information from 58,870 screening mammograms in 19,078
women who had had early-stage breast cancer-and an equal number of
screening mammograms in 55,315 women who had no such history and
were matched for breast density, age, BCSC registry, and year of 
mammography.

With her BCSC colleagues, Nehmat Houssami, MBBS, PhD, an
associate professor at the University of Sydney's School of Public Health
and Sydney Medical School and a physician at the Royal Hospital for
Women, in Australia, found that women with a personal history of breast
cancer had double the cancer rates as those with no such history. Women
who had had breast cancer had 655 second cancers within a year of
screening mammography, and those with no prior breast cancer had 342
cancers, with cancer rates of 10.5 vs. 5.8 per 1,000 screens, respectively.

"The comprehensive data from the BCSC made it possible for us to
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carefully examine the outcomes of screening for both the previously
affected (conserved) breast, as well as the opposite breast, at a
population level," Dr Houssami said. "This is the first study in the world,
to our knowledge, to provide a complete picture of the expected
outcomes of mammography screening for women with a personal history
of breast cancer."

"Mammography was effective at finding cancers early in women who
had had cancer, but not quite as effective as in those who had not," Dr.
Houssami said, "We found that both false positives and 'interval cancers'
were higher, and mammography was not as sensitive at detecting
invasive breast cancer, in women with a personal history of breast
cancer." False positives mean that a mammogram suggests a breast
cancer may be present, but after further testing it turns out not to be.
Interval cancers are breast cancers that were not detected on screening
mammography and are found between mammography screens, prompted
by either breast symptoms or additional testing.

"Because of the risk of interval cancers, it's important that women seek
medical care for any breast changes or concerns between
mammograms," said Dr. Houssami's collaborator Diana Miglioretti,
PhD, a senior investigator at Group Health Research Institute. "The good
news is that most of the breast cancers detected in breast cancer
survivors between mammography screens were early stage."

Interval-cancer rates were particularly high in women who were younger
than 50, had extremely dense breasts, or received breast-conserving
treatment (lumpectomy) without radiotherapy for their first cancer. "Our
results suggest that we should consider more tailored screening strategies
in these women, such as additional or alternate screening modalities in
some groups-but this needs further research," Dr. Miglioretti said. 

  More information: JAMA. 2011;305[8]790-799.
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