
 

 

                  
 

 
 
 

 
Backgrounder: Ontario Breast Screening Program (OBSP) 
 
Breast cancer in Ontario 
Breast cancer is the most common cancer in women and is the second leading cause of cancer deaths in 
females in Ontario. In 2013, it is estimated that 9,300 Ontario women will be diagnosed with breast cancer and 
that 1,950 will die from this disease. Sixty-one percent of Ontario women aged 50 to 74 were screened for 
breast cancer with mammography in 2010–2011.This means there are still many women who would benefit 
from regular breast cancer screening. 
 
Benefits of screening 
Screening finds breast cancer earlier when there are more treatment options and an improved chance of 
survival.  Research shows that regular screening of women aged 50 to 69 years can reduce deaths from 
breast cancer by 21 percent. Between 1990 and 2009, breast cancer mortality declined by 37 percent for 
women aged 50 to 74, by 37 percent for younger women aged 30 to 49, and by 31 percent for women of all 
ages. This reduction may be the result of increased screening with mammography, better treatments and a 
recent decline in breast cancer incidence. 
 

About the Ontario Breast Screening Program 
The Ontario Breast Screening Program (OBSP) is run by Cancer Care Ontario. The OBSP provides high-
quality mammography services to women in Ontario.  
 
From the time the program was launched in 1990 to March 2013, the OBSP has provided more than 5 million 
screens to over 1.4 million Ontario women age 50 and older, and has detected more than 26,000 breast 
cancers, the majority in early stages. As of June 2013, the OBSP delivers services through 162 screening sites 
across the province, including two mobile coaches (Northwestern Ontario and Hamilton). In addition, there are 
52 OBSP breast assessment affiliates that use nurse navigators and streamlined referrals to ensure a timely, 
coordinated approach to the assessment of breast abnormalities for participants with abnormal screen results.  
 
Organized screening programs, such as the OBSP, provide important benefits, including the ability to do the 
following: 

 invite women to participate in screening  

 remind participants when it is time for their next screening test 

 notify participants of screening results 

 track participants throughout screening processes 

 evaluate program quality and performance 
 
Expansion of the OBSP to include women at high risk for breast cancer 
As of July 2011, the OBSP expanded to include annual screening for women aged 30 to 69 years who are 
identified by the program as being at high risk for breast cancer. Both screening mammography and breast 
MRI are offered to these women at select OBSP High Risk Screening Centres across the province. These 
centres provide referrals for genetic assessment for women who may be at high risk for breast cancer (if 
appropriate). The centres also offer these women screening mammography and breast MRI, as well as 
facilitate follow-up breast assessment services for abnormal screens. A physician’s referral, based on family or 
medical history, is required for high risk screening. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Who should be screened?  
The OBSP recommends that women aged 50 to 74 years who are at average risk for breast cancer have a 
screening mammogram every two years. Women aged 30 to 69 years who have been identified as being at 
high risk for breast cancer should have a screening mammogram and breast magnetic resonance imaging 
(MRI) every year. 
 
The OBSP screens two groups of women:  

1. Ontario residents at average risk for breast cancer who are 50 to 74* years of age and have: 

 no acute breast symptoms 

 no personal history of breast cancer 

 no current breast implants 

 not had a mammogram within the last 11 months 
 

*   Women over age 74 can be screened within the OBSP; however, they are encouraged to make a personal 
decision about breast cancer screening in consultation with healthcare provider. The OBSP will not recall women 
over age 74 to participate in the program. 

 
2. Ontario residents at high risk for breast cancer aged 30 to 69 years who have a referral from their 

physician, have no acute breast symptoms and fall into one of the following risk categories:  

 They have a genetic mutation that puts them at high risk for breast cancer. 

 They have a parent, sibling or child who has a genetic mutation that puts them at high risk for 
breast cancer and have declined genetic testing. 

 They have a family history that indicates a lifetime risk of breast cancer that is greater or equal 
to 25 percent confirmed through genetic assessment. 

 They received radiation therapy to the chest before 30 years of age and at least eight years ago 
as treatment for another cancer or condition (e.g., Hodgkin’s disease). 
 

It is recommended that women talk to their healthcare provider about screening.  
 
For more information about the OBSP or to find an OBSP site, call 1.800.668.9304 or visit: 
www.cancercare.on.ca/screenforlife.  
 
 
 
Media contact:          
Cancer Care Ontario 
Phone: 1.855.460.2646 
Email: media@cancercare.on.ca 
 
Version française disponible 
 
08/2013          

mailto:media@cancercare.on.ca

