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Women and Breast Cancer: 
Many Fall Short in Screening  

 
Six in 10 women are worried about their risk of breast cancer – but most skip the basic 
step of a monthly self-exam, many over 40 don’t have annual mammograms, and four in 
10 haven’t discussed the disease with their doctor. 
 
Only four in 10 women in this ABC News poll say they’ve ever given themselves a self-
exam; fewer – 27 percent – report having done a self-exam in the past month, as is 
suggested starting at age 20. Even among women over 40 with a family history of the 
disease – two key risk factors – just 38 percent do monthly self-exams. 
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Forty-two percent of women also say they haven’t had a conversation with a doctor about 
breast cancer; even among those over age 40, 38 percent haven’t had such a discussion – 
nor have three in 10 of those with a family history of the disease. Talking with a doctor 
can encourage awareness of risks and screening. 
 
Examinations are occurring; 61 percent of all women over 40, and 70 percent of older 
women with a family history of the disease, say they’ve had a mammogram in the past 
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year, as recommended by the American Cancer Society. But that leaves substantial 
numbers who have not had this screening done. 
 
In the most recent data from the federal National Health Interview Survey, from 2005, 
66.4 percent of women over 40 reported having a mammogram in the previous two years. 
Using that two-year time frame, it’s a similar 69 percent in this survey. 
 
Fewer report having had a breast exam in a doctor’s office without a mammogram – 
between three in 10 and four in 10 women have ever had this done, fewer recently.  
 
Breast cancer – the second-leading cause of cancer death among women – is the subject 
of a division-wide ABC News series, “The Fight Against Breast Cancer,” that airs 
beginning at 7 a.m. Eastern on Sunday, Oct. 7.  
 
The poll results overall suggest broad awareness of breast-cancer screening, but far from 
ideal follow-through, even among higher-risk, older women.  
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CONCERN and DISCUSSION – Four in 10 women have had a close relative diagnosed 
with the disease – a development that does, appropriately, raise concerns. Among women 
with no such diagnosis in the family, 56 percent are concerned about their own risk of 
breast cancer; among those with a family history concern rises to 68 percent. 
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Those with a family history also are more apt to be “very” concerned about their own risk 
and less apt not to be concerned at all. High-level concern peaks (at 33 percent) among 
women with both risk factors together – being older than 40, with a family history. 
 
Concern does raise the likelihood of a conversation with a doctor about the disease – two-
thirds of those worried about their risk report such a discussion, vs. 44 percent of those 
not concerned. Women with a close relative who have been diagnosed are also much 
more likely to have had this discussion, 69 percent vs. 50 percent.  
 
Counterintuitively, women under 40 express more concern about their chance of getting 
breast cancer than do older women – 69 percent to 55 percent. Although the risk of breast 
cancer increases with age, older women may be less concerned because they’re so much 
more likely ever to have had a mammogram, 74 percent vs. 30 percent. 
 
PRECAUTIONS – Overall 57 percent of women have ever had a mammogram, peaking  
at eight in 10 older women with a family history. However, as noted above, many fewer 
have had one in the last year; somewhat more, in the last two years. 
 
                                   Had a mammogram 
                            Ever   Last two years   Last year 
   All women                 57%         52            44  
   Women 40+                 74          69            61  
   Family history            59          54            48 
   40+ and family history    82          77            70 
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Having had a mammogram, a breast exam during a checkup, and doing self-exams all are 
higher among women who’ve discussed breast cancer with their doctor. Concern also is a 
factor: Women over 40 who are concerned about their risk are somewhat more apt to 
have done self-exams, and especially more likely to have had mammograms. 
 
MULTIPLE STEPS/OTHER STEPS – All told, 85 percent of women over 40 report 
having had at least one of the following: a mammogram, self-exam or a breast exam as 
part of a medical visit – at least once. Fewer, though – 42 percent – have taken at least 
two of these steps at least once each. And as noted, fewer still follow-up regularly. 
 
To avoid leading respondents, this poll asked about breast cancer screening in an open-
ended question – “What steps, if any, have you personally taken to avoid or check for 
breast cancer?” In addition to the most-cited responses, a total of 16 percent say they’ve 
changed lifestyle behaviors such as regulating diet, exercising and avoiding cigarettes and 
alcohol – with older women more likely to make such changes, 20 percent vs. 10 percent 
of younger women.  
 
One in 10 reports taking no steps to avoid or check for breast cancer. 
 
METHODOLOGY – This ABC News poll was conducted by telephone Sept. 26-30, 
2007, among a random national sample of 510 adult women. The results have a 4.5-point 
error margin. Field work by ICR-International Communications Research of Media, Pa. 
 
Analysis by Gary Langer. 
 
ABC News polls can be found at ABCNEWS.com at http://abcnews.com/pollvault.html. 
 
Media contact: Cathie Levine, (212) 456-4934. 
 
Full results follow (*= less than 0.5 percent). 
 
1. (AMONG WOMEN) Have you yourself ever been definitely diagnosed by a doctor 
as having a confirmed case of breast cancer, or not? 
 
9/30/07 
                    Yes   No   No opinion  
All                  3    96         *     
Age 40+              5    94         * 
Relative diagnosed   4    96         0 
Age 40+ and  
  rel. diagnosed     6    94         0 
 
 
2. (AMONG WOMEN) Have you ever had a close female relative diagnosed with 
breast cancer, or not? 
 
9/30/07 
          Yes   No   No opinion 
All       42    58         * 
Age 40+   40    60         * 
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3. (AMONG WOMEN NOT DIAGNOSED) Have you yourself ever discussed breast cancer 
with a doctor, or not? 
 
9/30/07 
                     Yes   No   No opinion 
All                  58    42        0 
Age 40+              62    38        0 
Relative diagnosed   69    31        0 
Age 40+ and  
  rel. diagnosed     78    22        0 
 
 
4. (AMONG WOMEN NOT DIAGNOSED) How concerned are you personally about your own 
risk of breast cancer - very concerned, somewhat concerned, not too concerned, 
or not at all concerned? 
            
9/30/07 
                     ----Concerned-----   ------Not concerned-------    No 
                     NET   Very   Smwht   NET   Not too   Not at all   opin.    
All                  61     22     39     39       26         13         * 
Age 40+              55     22     33     45       28         17         * 
Relative diagnosed   68     29     39     32       26          6         0 
Age 40+ and  
  rel. diagnosed     68     33     35     32       26          6         0 
 
 
5. (AMONG WOMEN NOT DIAGNOSED) What steps, if any, have you personally taken to 
avoid or check for breast cancer? Please mention anything that you have done, 
including any checkups or exams as well as lifestyle choices.  
 
9/30/07 
                                                   Relative     Age 40+ and 
                                   All   Age 40+   diagnosed   rel. diagnosed 
Self-exam                          39       39         44            48 
Mammogram/doctor or  
  clinic visit with mammogram      57       74         59            82 
Doctor or clinic visit/exam  
  (no mammogram)                   37       31         39            31 
Diet                               12       14         14            19 
Exercise                            7        8          8            12 
Don’t smoke                         5        5          5             6 
Avoid/reduce stress                 *        *          1             1 
Avoid alcohol                       3        2          2             3 
Avoid caffeine                      1        1          1             * 
Breast feed children                1        *          0             0 
Read literature                     1        1          1             2 
Ultrasound/sonograms                *        1          1             2 
Had genetic test/test for  
  breast cancer gene                *        *          *             * 
Other                               1        1          2             1 
Nothing                            10        8         11             5 
No opinion                          *        *          0             0 
 
 
6. (AMONG WOMEN NOT DIAGNOSED WHO’VE SELF-EXAMED) When’s the last time you did 
a self-exam: Within the last month, within the last few months, within the last 
year, or longer ago than that? 
 
9/30/07 
                    Within     Within last    Within      Longer      No 
                  last month   few months    last year     ago      opinion 
All                   68           19            7          3          3 
Age 40+               72           19            8          *          1 
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Relative diagnosed    77           13            3          7          0 
Age 40+ and  
  rel. diagnosed      80           15            5          0          0 
 
 
7. (AMONG WOMEN NOT DIAGNOSED WHO’VE HAD MAMMOGRAM) When’s the last time you 
had a mammogram: Within the last six months, within the last year, within the 
last two years, or longer ago than that? 
 
9/30/07 
 
                    Within last    Within     Within last   Longer     No 
                    six months    last year    two years     ago     opinion 
All                     36           41           14          8         1 
Age 40+                 36           46           11          7         0 
Relative diagnosed      37           45            9          9         0 
Age 40+ and  
  rel. diagnosed        35           50            9          6         0 
 
 
8. (AMONG WOMEN NOT DIAGNOSED WHO’VE HAD DOCTOR’S VISIT/EXAM, NOT INCLUDING 
MAMMOGRAM) When’s the last time you had a doctor’s visit that included a breast 
exam: Within the last six months, within the last year, within the last two 
years, or longer ago than that? 
 
9/30/07 
 
                    Within last    Within     Within last   Longer     No 
                    six months    last year    two years     ago     opinion 
All                    53            28           11          2         7 
Age 40+                43            40           13          1         4 
Relative diagnosed     52            22           14          *        11 
Age 40+ and  
  rel. diagnosed       39            28           23          1         8 
 
 
***END*** 


