
CT scans to find lung cancer in 
smokers  
When you need them—and when you don’t 

low-dose spiral CT (“cat”) scan is a type of 
medical test. It is used to look for early signs 
of lung cancer. If the test finds cancer, 

treatment can start early.

But the test is not helpful for light smokers or 
people who quit smoking more than 15 years ago. 
And it’s not usually recommended for people 
younger than age 55 or older than 80. 

Even heavy smokers get only a small benefit from 
the test. So you should think twice before you get 
the test. Here’s why:

The test may help high-risk people.
Studies show a slight benefit from CT scans for:
•  People age 55 to 80 who smoked two packs or   
 more a day for 15 years.
•  People who smoked a pack or more a day for   
  30 years.

If 1,000 high-risk smokers get the test, about three 
will find lung cancer early and not die. Thirteen 
others will also find lung cancer, and will die 
anyway.
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The test doesn’t help low-risk people.
CT scans have no benefits for low-risk people. 
There is no evidence from research that the test 
helps save lives in low-risk groups.

The test creates false alarms.
CT scans cause many false alarms, even in high-risk 
people. If 100 high-risk smokers get the test, about 
40 will show something that can cause concern. 
But only two or three actually have lung cancer.
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The false alarms often lead to follow-up tests. 
Usually, you need to get several more CT scans. 
Or you may need a biopsy, or even surgery. This 
can sometimes cause complications, like bleeding, 
or a collapsed lung. 

If your risk is low, a false alarm causes unnecessary 
worry. 

CT scans expose you to radiation.
A low-dose spiral CT scan uses about 20 times more 
radiation than a standard chest X-ray. The more 
radiation you get, the higher your risk of getting 
cancer. So, it’s good to avoid radiation when you can. 

The test is expensive.
A spiral CT scan costs from $100 to $300, or more. 
Insurance usually pays for the test for lung cancer 
screening only if you have a very high risk for devel-
oping lung cancer. And the test often leads to other 
costs. Many people have false alarms that lead to 
more tests and procedures.

When is a CT scan worth the risks? 
You should consider getting a CT scan if:
•  You are 55 to 80 years old and have smoked at   
 least a pack of cigarettes a day for 30 years.
•  You’ve smoked two packs a day for 15 years,   
 and are still smoking or have quit less than 15 
 years ago. 

In high-risk smokers, the benefits of CT scans may 
be greater than the risks. But that’s not true for 
others.  The test has no proven benefit for other 
people.

The best way to prevent lung cancer.
If you want to prevent lung cancer, quit smoking. 
Quitting gives you much better protection than CT 
scans do.

Advice from Consumer Reports 

How to reduce your 
cancer risk  
Screenings can find 
cancer early. But 
many cancers can’t 
be cured. Lifestyle 
changes, even small 
ones, can help you 
reduce your risk of 
cancer.
Don’t smoke. 
Smoking causes 
most lung-cancer 
deaths. If 100 
people get lung 
cancer, 90 of the 
cases are caused 
by smoking. And 
smoking increases the risk of other cancers too, 
including cancer of the larynx (voice box), mouth, 
throat, bladder, kidney, and pancreas. Smoking 
increases deaths from these cancers by 60–70%.
But your risk of cancers drops quickly after you 
stop smoking. That’s why screening isn’t recom-
mended for people who stopped smoking more 
than 15 years ago. 
You can ask your doctor for resources to help you 
quit smoking, such as nicotine patches, or other 
medicines.
Keep a healthy weight. Obesity is linked to about 
seven out of 100 new cancers in women and four 
out of 100 new cases in men. Obesity increases 
deaths from some cancers by 40 percent, espe-
cially certain cancers of the uterus and throat.
Be active. Being active can reduce the risk of 
colon cancer by 30 to 40 percent. Exercising 
longer, harder, and more often, lowers your risk. 
By being active, women may lower their breast- 
cancer risk by 20 percent or more.
Have your home tested for radon. Radon is an 
invisible gas. It has no smell, but it is radioactive. 
It can increase the risk of lung cancer, especially 
if you are a smoker. If the radon levels in your 
home are high, ask a certified radon-remediation 
contractor to put in a system to draw the gas 
out of the building.

This report is for you to use when talking with your health-care provider.
It is not a substitute for medical advice and treatment. Use of this report 
is at your own risk.
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