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Disclosure

ÅImages to be shared today are from my book/decision aid, 
Cancer Screening Decisions: A Patient-Centered Approach, 
which will be published in November.



The Challenges

ÅOverdiagnosis in cancer screening remains poorly understood by 
patients, policy-makers, and clinicians.

Åά9ŀǊƭȅ ŘŜǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎŀǾŜǎ ƭƛǾŜǎέ ƛǎ ǿƛŘŜƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŦŀŎǘΦ

ÅPeople are often surprised to learn that there can be harms 
associated with cancer screening.  These include:
ÅThe harms and burdens associated with screening
ÅFalse positive results and the downstream effects
ÅDetection of indolent cancers (= overdiagnosis)

ÅCancer screening is uncritically promoted, and PCPs are incentivized 
to do it.

ÅhǾŜǊŘƛŀƎƴƻǎƛǎ ƛǎ άƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜΦέ

ÅOverdiagnosis is difficult to understand and explain.



Cancer Overdiagnosis Defined

ÅDiagnosis of a cancer which was not destined to ever cause symptoms, 
ƘŀǊƳΣ ƻǊ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜΦ

ÅHarms result from:

ÅThe diagnosis itself (psychological, financial)

ÅTreatment, and the attendant harms and costs

ÅThere is no opportunity to benefit from diagnosing an indolent cancer.

ÅYet there are always harms associated with it.



Understanding Overdiagnosis in Cancer 
Screening Requires:
ÅUnderstanding the heterogeneity of cancer progression

ÅUnderstanding that screening is particularly good at detecting 
indolent cancers

ÅAdopting a population-level view

ÅAt least a basic understanding of probabilities
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Heterogeneity of Cancer Progression
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Cancer Screening: Possible Outcomes
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