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The impact of the BreastScreen
NSW transition from film to
digital mammography,
2002-2016: a linked population
health data analysis

To tHE Eprtor: The article by Farber and
colleagues1 is a well written report. A
question that arises is whether the advent
of digital mammography screening

has increased screening effectiveness,

as reflected in reduced numbers of
interval cancers. Reductions in interval
cancers were not found in this study,
raising the question of whether the
increases in screen-detected cancers may
have applied to indolent lesions.! The
authors express caution, however, when
interpreting these data due to potential
confounders.

One possible confounder could be
increased cancer rates due to changes
in lifes’cyle,2 although this likely would
be small. Another possible confounder
could be increased detection of interval
cancers from clinical activities that
obscured reductions from screening.
The authors lacked access to data
needed to test this possibility. Potential
confounders could include increased use
in diagnostic settings outside of breast
screening venues of diagnostic tools of

increasing sensitivity, as associated, for
example, with digital mammography,
tomography, magnetic resonance
imaging, core biopsies, ultrasonography
or other technologies.’ Other possible
confounders could include potential
increases in medical surveillance
activity for high risk women, increased
cancer ascertainment by cancer
registries through registry-technology
gains, advances in cancer detection

by pathology laboratories, and any
changes in care-seeking behaviour of
symptomatic women that led to detection
of more cancers.

Screened women are largely
asymptomatic and seen in designated
BreastScreen venues, whereas interval
cancers are mostly diagnosed away from
BreastScreen in diagnostic settings. If
advances in diagnostic technologies
were pronounced in these settings, they
may act to increase numbers of interval
cancers found, obscuring any evidence of
reductions in interval cancer rates from
introducing digital screening.

Digital imaging can detect very

early cancers, for which the time to
progression to symptomatic disease may
exceed the post-diagnosis period used to
monitor interval cancers. If so, this could
reduce opportunities to see a decrease in
interval cancers.

The authors address an important
question in a well executed study. More
complete data are needed to investigate
and quantify potential for confounding
underlying their statistical findings.
Digital mammography was introduced
to BreastScreen New South Wales

over several years and a more exact
identification of screened women'’s
exposure to digital screening would be
beneficial.
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