
 

https://leseclairages.e-cancer.fr 

 

 

Enlightenment – information behind fake news 

WHY THIS SECTION ? 

"Infox, fake news or even rumors, whatever name we give them, this false information can have dramatic 
consequences when it concerns the health of our fellow citizens. Unfortunately, the field of cancer is no exception. 
Faced with the multiplication of these fake news, the National Cancer Institute has created this section to help you 
see how they are false and to better understand their dangers.” 

Pr Norbert Ifrah, President of the National Cancer Institute. 

 

 

IS BREAST CANCER SCREENING USELESS OR EVEN CAUSING HARMS? 

03.06.2021 

NON, Breast cancer screening is neither useless nor causing harms. Its benefits are undeniable for women. Carried 
out every 2 years starting at the age of 50, this screening allows finding a breast cancer before a more advanced 
stage. 



 

 

 

Origin of this Fake-news 

Some voices, relayed by the media, are questioning the benefits of breast cancer screening for women. Doesn't it 
expose women to too much radiation that could cause cancer? Aren't "false cancers" detected, leading to 
unnecessary treatments? Is it still necessary despite improved therapies for breast cancer? This scientific debate may 
have a negative impact on women and turn them away from screening. 

 

 

 

Why is this fake news? 

As a review of scientific studies (1) shows, the benefits of mammography screening far outweigh the risks. 

80% to 90% of breast cancers detected during the examination would have progressed if they were not detected and 
could have been life-threatening. Treatment is, therefore, necessary. 

 



 

 

In 10% to 20% of cases, some tumors will not progress or will progress only slightly, but today it is not possible to 
differentiate them from those that will progress. Therefore, they may be subject to what is called "overdiagnosis" 
and treatment that they could do without. But they are real cancers. 

 

 

Repeated exposure to x-rays may lead to a very small number of so-called "radiation-induced" cancers. However, this 
risk results from theoretical calculations, not observed statistics, and the radiation exposure from mammography is 
very low. The exposure of a woman performing a mammogram every 2 years for 10 years is less than that of a single 
abdominal scan (2). The average radiation exposure for this same examination is also 6 times lower than the average 
natural radiation dose of the general population in France per year and person (3)! 

 

 

Advances in cancer therapies have improved the care and prognosis of breast cancer, even for those found at an 
advanced stage. But early detection of the disease is still beneficial to reduce the burden of treatment and sequelae 
compared to cancer found at an advanced stage (4). 



 

Why is this fake news dangerous? 

Each year, nearly 59,000 new cases of breast cancer are diagnosed, and even though treatments are increasingly 
efficient, more than 12,000 women die from it in France. These cancers are now the most frequent and deadly in 
women. 

 Mammography can detect very small cancerous tumors, even before they are detectable by palpation. And the 
earlier breast cancer is detected, the better the chances of cure. Five years after diagnosis, 99 out of 100 women are 
still alive when breast cancer is diagnosed at an early stage; only 26 out of 100 are alive when it is detected at an 
advanced stage. (5) Each year, more than 10,000 aggressive cancers can be treated earlier through screening. 

 

 

 



The evidence-based recommendation 

In France, since 2004, organized breast cancer screening by mammography and breast examination is recommended 
every 2 years. It is aimed at women between 50 and 74 years of age without symptoms or risk factors. Today, 25 
European countries have a similar screening program which, according to international studies, prevents 15% to 21% 
of deaths from breast cancer (6). It complements individualized screening, before age 50, for women with an 
identified increased risk and does not preclude screening after age 74 on medical prescription. 

 

 

 

TO REMEMBER 

The benefits of breast cancer screening far outweigh the risks. To answer the questions that women have about this 
screening and to allow them to make an informed decision about whether or not to participate in organized breast 
cancer screening, the National Cancer Institute has created an information booklet and a dedicated website. 
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