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VHA follows American Cancer Society 
guidelines for breast cancer screening. They 
recommend mammograms every year 
beginning at age 45. At age 55 you may choose 
to screen every 2 years if you remain at average 
risk, or you may continue yearly. Screening 
should continue as long as you are in good 
health and have a life expectancy of  more than 
10 years.

Screening is also based on your personal and 
family health history, your values, and risk 
factors. Early screening is an individual decision 
and should be discussed with your provider.

What are risk factors for breast cancer?
»» Increasing age
»» Early onset of menstruation
»» Late menopause
»» Never having children
»» Obesity
»» Use of  post menopausal hormone 
replacement therapy

»» Drinking alcohol at levels above 1-2 drinks 
per day

Do not use deodorant, powder or perfume 
on the day of the mammogram. It is 
helpful to wear a top that you can remove 
easily. 

Specially trained female staff will perform 
your mammogram.  

You will be asked to undress from the 
waist up and put on a gown that opens in 
the front. The technician will position your 
breast to get the best radiology image. 

Two flat surfaces will compress your 
breasts, one at a time, for a few seconds.  
This pressure is needed to take the best 
picture using the lowest amount of 
radiation possible. Your breast will be 
repositioned for at least 2 images of each 
side.

There may be some discomfort, but it 
is for a very short time. Try to schedule 
the exam after your period when your 
breasts are less tender. It may also help 
to avoid caffeine a few days before the 
mammogram.

Mammography screening is the best way to find 
breast cancer early. It is considered 77%-95% 
accurate and can find cancer before any signs or 
symptoms appear.  

Research has shown clinical breast examinations 
by a provider are not an effective screening 
method. Routine monthly breast self-exams are 
no longer taught as a breast cancer screening 
tool.  

Be aware and report any breast changes or 
abnormalities to your provider. These could 
include a lump or swelling, warmth or itching, 
pain, or nipple discharge.

Changes to report:
»» Lump or mass
»» Breast swelling
»» Skin irritation or dimpling
»» Breast or nipple pain 
»» Redness, scaliness, or thickening 
»» Nipple discharge 

Is 
mammography 
the only way 
to screen for 
breast cancer?

How 
often 
do I need 
breast cancer 
screenings?  

What 
should I 
expect 
when having a 
mammogram?


