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Letter to the Editor

Dear Editor, 

I read with interest the article published by Hofvind and Skaane [1]. After 17 years of breast cancer screening in Norway, Hofvind and Skaane still focus on stage distribution as a surrogate of the benefit of mammography screening instead of focusing on the only reliable outcome; mortality from breast cancer. Sadly, their use of stage distribution as the percentage of detected tumors is biased. It seems as there is a real stage shift among screened (Table 2), with 1.3 % of all tumors in stage III and IV. However, use of percentage is misleading in this context, as it includes overdiagnosed cases of breast cancers in the denominator. A much more valid approach is to use incidence rates (where the denominator are number of women-years), not percentages. Incidence rates for stage III and IV breast cancer in the Norwegian Breast Cancer Screening Program were similar for women invited to screening compared to women not invited [2].

Further, the authors state that our study published in the New England Journal of Medicine (NEJM) “has been heavily criticized due to methodological issues”. However, they failed to mention that these “issues” have been clarified and dismissed as unjustified [3]. In fact, the data presented by Hofvind and Skaane fit perfectly with what we observed in our New England Journal paper; their Fig. 2 shows a 35 % reduction of breast cancer mortality in the pilot counties, and a 26 % reduction in the nonpilot counties. This corresponds perfectly with the 10 % nonsignificant reduction in mortality that we observed [4]. Further, as Fig. 2 clearly shows, the decline in breast cancer mortality started before the mammography screening program was introduced. Only a small fraction of the reduction in mortality seen in the nonpilot counties could be associated with the screening program, and not the whole reduction seen in the pilot counties could be associated with the screening program. Thus, the study by Hofvind and Skaane confirms our findings published in NEJM [4]. 




        

          M. Kalager, 
        
        University of Oslo, Institute of Health and Society, Department of Health Management and Health Economics and Telemark Hospital and Harvard School of Public Health, Department of Epidemiology, P. O. Box 1089 Blindern, 0318 Oslo, Norway
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