Radiation from mammograms may be lower
than thought
15 July 2015, by Amy Norton, Healthday Reporter
For their study, Hernandez and his team created a
model of breast anatomy based on CT scans from
219 women—who ranged in age, ethnicity and
breast density.
"We estimate that glandular tissue is actually
exposed to about 30 percent less radiation, on
average, than assumed," Hernandez said.

Variations in tissue type throughout the breast account
for difference, study says.

He was scheduled to present the findings
Wednesday at the annual meeting of the American
Association of Physicists in Medicine, in Anaheim,
Calif. Studies reported at meetings are generally
considered preliminary until published in a peerreviewed journal.

So what do the findings mean for women?
(HealthDay)—The low risks from radiation exposure According to Hernandez, they might offer some
during mammography screening may be even
reassurance, but they do not change any
lower than experts have assumed, a new study
recommendations on breast cancer screening.
contends.
The new research estimates that the radiation
dose from a screening mammogram is anywhere
from 20 percent to 35 percent lower than
previously thought.
Why? Because past estimates did not account for
the uneven distribution of different types of tissue
in a typical woman's breasts.

"We're not saying this should change patient care,
or that women should start breast cancer screening
earlier because the radiation exposure is lower,"
Hernandez said.
Robert Smith, vice-president of cancer screening
for the American Cancer Society, agreed.

He said it has long been known that modern
mammography uses low doses of radiation, and
"The breast is composed of skin, fat and glandular that any risk from regular screening would be
tissue, and it's the glandular tissue that's potentially greatly outweighed by the benefit of catching breast
at risk from radiation during mammography,"
cancer early.
explained lead researcher Andrew Hernandez, a
Ph.D. candidate at the University of California,
"In this study," Smith said, "they're estimating that a
Davis.
very low risk is even lower than we've thought."
Past estimates have assumed that fat and
glandular tissue are distributed uniformly
throughout the breast, Hernandez said. But, recent
research has shown that the different tissue types
are actually more "mixed" than that, he said.

With mammography screening, Smith said, the
main potential harm has nothing to do with
radiation: The real concern centers on "overdiagnosis" and "over-treatment"—the potential for
catching tiny tumors that would never have
progressed to threaten a woman's life, and then

1/2

giving her unnecessary treatment.
In particular, there is controversy about whether the
benefits of screening outweigh the harms for
women in their 40s.
The American Cancer Society and other groups
recommend that women at average risk of breast
cancer begin having yearly mammograms at age
40. But the U.S. Preventive Services Task
Force—an independent panel that advises the
government—recommends starting at age 50, then
having mammograms every other year.
If women want to begin screening earlier than that,
the task force says they should discuss the pros
and cons with their doctor before making a
decision.
The new findings, according to Smith, should offer
women extra reassurance that the radiation dose
from mammography is quite low. But they won't
affect any general recommendations on screening,
he said.
More information: The American Cancer Society
has more on mammography and radiation.
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