Women with Dense Breasts Welcome Additional Screening

A survey of women undergoing routine screening mammography found that many of them would be
interested in having additional screening tests if notiﬁed they had dense breast tissue, despite the
possibility of false positives, invasive procedures, and out-of-pocket costs, according to a study
presented at the annual meeting of the Radiological Society of North America (RSNA).

"Our study highlights the need for patient education regarding breast density," said Jaﬁ Lipson, M.D.,
assistant professor of radiology at Stanford University School of Medicine in Stanford, Calif.

Recent studies have found that dense breast tissue is a strong independent risk factor for breast
cancer. Breasts are composed of fat and ﬁbroglandular tissue. Dense breast ﬁbroglandular tissue
appears white on a mammogram. Abnormalities and tumors also appear white on mammograms,
causing them to be diﬃcult to spot in dense breasts until the cancers are much larger and possibly in
advanced stages.

"We hope this study raises awareness that dense breast tissue is a risk factor for breast cancer and
that alternative technologies, including automated whole-breast ultrasound and contrast-enhanced
mammography, are available to aid in screening women with dense breasts," said Haatal B. Dave,
M.D., M.S., resident physician at Yale University School of Medicine in New Haven, Conn.

Drs. Lipson and Dave surveyed 105 women undergoing routine screening mammography at an
outpatient radiology clinic. The women were asked if they knew their breast density and were
informed about the association between higher breast density and increased risk of breast cancer.
Women were then asked a set of questions about whether or not they would be interested in
additional screening tests, such as automated whole-breast ultrasound or contrast-enhanced
mammography, if they found out that they had dense breasts.

Of the 105 women surveyed, 76 percent were unaware of their breast density. Forty-two percent of
the women had dense or extremely dense breast tissue. A majority of the surveyed women showed
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the women had dense or extremely dense breast tissue. A majority of the surveyed women showed
interest in the additional screening, despite the disbeneﬁts.

Dr. Dave noted that educating the general public about the association between breast density and
breast cancer risk is important, but that supplemental screenings are a matter of some debate in the
medical and political arenas. She added that many US states do not require insurance companies to
cover the cost for supplemental tests due to the lack of evidence of their mortality beneﬁt.

Currently ﬁve states, including Connecticut, New York, Texas, California and Virginia, have passed bills
that require radiologists to inform women of their breast density if they are found to have dense
breast tissue. In 2011, a similar bill was introduced on a national level, and more than 10 other states
have legislation pending. Only Connecticut and New York require health insurance companies to cover
the cost of supplemental screening exams for women with dense breast tissue.
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