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November 30, 2015 
 
The Honorable Karen Murphy 
Secretary 
Pennsylvania Department of Health 
Health and Welfare Building 
625 Forster Street 
Harrisburg, PA 17120 
 
Dear Secretary Murphy: 
 
As I am sure you are aware, the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania refers to cancer preventive 
screening guidelines issued by the American Cancer Society in determining appropriate 
standards of care and coverage for cancer prevention within the state.  Accordingly, I want 
to provide you with information about recent updates to the Society’s breast cancer 
screening guideline.   
 
On October 20, 2015, the Society released a new guideline on breast cancer screening for 
average-risk women. The guideline reflects the most up-to-date evidence, and was 
developed through a transparent and rigorous process in accordance with standards 
adopted by the Institute of Medicine.  In updating our recommendations, which had been in 
place since 2003, we placed more emphasis on the benefits and potential harms of 
screening, and allowed for individual values and preferences to balance those benefits and 
harms in the decisions women make about screening.  
 
Because the ultimate decision as to when to begin mammography appropriately rests with 
the woman and her doctor, we continue to believe strongly that women of any age 
beginning at 40 should have access to annual mammograms without cost-sharing.  
 
In short, the new American Cancer Society guideline on breast cancer screening for women 
of average risk is as follows: 
 
 Beginning at age 40, women should discuss with their doctor when to start breast 

cancer screening with mammography. The Guideline predicts that the majority of 
women will opt to initiate screening between the ages of 40 and 44.   

 By age 45, all women should begin annual breast cancer screening with mammography 
if they have not started at an earlier age. 

 At age 55, women can transition to screening with mammography every other year, or 
continue with annual screening in consultation with their doctor.  

 



Recognizing that the evidence does not support a ‘one size fits all’ recommendation, the 
new guideline offers a more tailored recommendation based on a woman’s age, health, risk 
factors, and personal values and preferences. The guideline is aimed at maximizing 
mammography’s ability to save lives from breast cancer while minimizing the harms from 
false positives, additional testing, and potential over diagnosis.  In consultation with her 
doctor, a woman should have the information and access to care to make the most 
informed decision about her health care options. 
 
Again, we strongly believe all screening strategies discussed in this letter should be covered 
by the insurer without cost-sharing, with the choice of strategy determined by the covered 
individual in consultation with a health care provider.   
 
Breast cancer is the second leading cause of cancer deaths among women.  This year more 
than 9,900 women in Pennsylvania are expected to be diagnosed with breast cancer, and 
1,950 women in Pennsylvania are expected to die from the disease. Adhering to the new 
American Cancer Society guideline on breast cancer screening will help to ensure that 
women will be screened at appropriate intervals. Screening mammography reduces breast 
cancer mortality rates and saves thousands of lives each year.   
 
Please feel free to contact Diane Phillips at 717.533.6144 or at diane.phillips@cancer.org if 
you have any questions.  I have attached a set of the published guidelines, which can also be 
found online in the Journal of the American Medical Association at:   
http://jama.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?articleid=2463262. 
 
 
Respectfully, 
 

 
 

 

Richard C. Wender MD 

Chief Cancer Control Officer 

 

 

 

cc:  Teresa Miller, Insurance Commissioner 

 Pat Halpin-Murphy, Pennsylvania Breast Cancer Coalition 
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