
 

For women with dense breasts, MRIs are cost
effective for detecting breast cancer
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A new paper in the Journal of the National Cancer Institute, indicates that
MRIs are cost effective for detecting breast cancer for women with very
dense breasts detected by mammography. 

About 10% of women have extremely dense breasts, and current
mammography screening guidelines do not recommend additional
imaging tests unless there is a strong family history or genetic risk for
breast cancer. Such women face two problems. They have increased risk
of developing breast cancer. Mammographic screening also tends to be
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inaccurate in detecting breast cancer for them. 

At least in the United States, breast density notification legislation
requires doctors to inform such women about their individual breast
density and the diagnostic implication it has. MRI (magnetic resonance
imaging) screening strategies are better at detecting breast cancer in such
women. However, an MRI is a much more expensive imaging method. 

In this report, the authors used data from a large breast cancer screening
trial previously conducted in women in the Netherlands, as well as other
established approaches to modeling breast cancer outcomes, to examine
the cost-effectiveness of adding MRI examinations to mammographic
screening in women with dense breasts. For their analysis, the authors
simulated several screening strategies with varying intervals that also
included the screening mammography with MRI every 2 years compared
with mammography alone every 2 years that had been part of the
Netherlands screening trial. 

The main outcomes of the study found that screening every two years
with mammography alone resulted in the lowest total costs and the
lowest impact on survival. Adding breast MRI examination every two
years resulted in the highest costs but not the highest gain in quality-
adjusted life years. Most strategies containing mammography alone were
inferior, due to the limited sensitivity of mammography compared to
MRI in women with dense breasts. However, alternating mammography
and MRI every 2 years was most efficient. Lengthening the intervals
resulted in lower total costs, and only a few cancers not becoming screen-
detected. The authors concluded that MRI examinations every 4 years
had the lowest incremental cost, but screening with MRI alone every 3
years also had an acceptable cost-effectiveness. 

"Mammographic screening is not enough for many women—breast
cancer has remained a major cause of cancer death also in women who
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undergo mammography," said Christiane Kuhl, who wrote an editorial to
accompany the study. "We know that breast MRI does a much better
job—but is also much more expensive. The results of this study show
that the additional costs associated with MRI do indeed pay off: Breast
MRI is much more effective in preventing death from breast cancer in
women with dense breasts, and its additional costs are more than
compensated for by its improved effectiveness." 

  More information: H Amarens Geuzinge et al, Cost-Effectiveness of
Magnetic Resonance Imaging Screening for Women With Extremely
Dense Breast Tissue, JNCI: Journal of the National Cancer Institute
(2021). DOI: 10.1093/jnci/djab119
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