Controversial technology offered to Calgary women
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A software program that claims to improve cancer detection is available at some Calgary radiology clinics for a fee, despite doubts about its effectiveness.

Women going for mammograms can opt to pay $20 for computer-aided detection (CAD). The program analyzes mammogram images and highlights problem areas for doctors to review.

CAD is not an insured service in Alberta, but Bonnie Fleming didn't hesitate when offered a "second opinion."

"The last time I had my mammogram, I had to have an additional one because I had so many cysts in my breasts," said Fleming, 52. "So I thought, better be safe than sorry and I'll get this done."

Dr. John MacGregor said nearly half of the women who go to the EFW clinics in Calgary opt for CAD.

"Breast cancer is common," the radiologist said. "It's a bad disease and anything we can offer to help the early detection is really I think of value."

Pamphlets published by the manufacturer say the technology improves early detection rates by as much as 23 per cent. 

Study finds no benefit

However, a large-scale American study found no real benefit. In fact, the researchers said, CAD makes readings less accurate, increasing false positives by 30 per cent and sending many women for further tests and biopsies.

The study said that for every woman diagnosed with breast cancer using CAD, 156 women were falsely recalled for more tests and 14 had unnecessary biopsies to rule out cancer.

"In my view, it's unfortunate that the technology has disseminated so widely without more compelling evidence that its benefits outweigh its costs and its harms," said Dr. Joshua Fenton who led the study at the University of California Davis. It was published this April in the New England Journal of Medicine.

Fenton looked at more than 420,000 mammograms conducted at 43 facilities in the states of Colorado, New Hampshire and Washington over a four-year period.

Alberta Health and Wellness says it will not cover the cost of the software until there's strong evidence supporting its use.

