Challenging population screening
Screening always has its price. In order to save one person you need to bother many others and even endanger their health. Sometimes this price can be quite high, especially in the case of screening for common and complex diseases like cardiovascular disease, osteoporosis and different types of cancer. At the conference, the audience will be invited to calculate the price of screening for prostate cancer with the PSA test. The following questions will be answered: How many men will be overdiagnosed with and treated for prostate cancer for every man whose life is extended? How many women receive a false-positive result from mammography for every death from breast cancer prevented? And how many people are “at risk” of developing cardiovascular disease according to current European guidelines? The vision of improving public health by providing individuals with information about their “genetic risk-profiles” will be explored by quoting different scientific and political authorities and by reference to currently available commercial products like deCODEme and 23andMe. Although screening always has its price, screening programmes are frequently presented as if they were good beyond question, combining the rhetorics of “better safe than sorry” and “individual empowerment”. This “power of goodness” gives false reassurance to the worried well, and takes focus away from effective ways of preventing suffering.
