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Understanding Mammograms
The majority of people know that 
mammograms are an important tool 
in the detection of breast cancer.  
However, not everyone knows ex-
actly what a mammogram is and how 
it is used to detect breast cancer.  
Therefore, in honor of Breast Can-
cer Awareness Month, we will take a 
deeper look at mammograms.  

A mammogram is an x-ray picture 
of the breast.  The National Cancer 
Institute states that “mammograms 
can be used to check for breast can-
cer in women who have no signs or 
symptoms of the disease. This type 
of mammogram is called a screening 
mammogram. Screening mammo-
grams usually involve two or more 
x-ray pictures, or images, of each 
breast. The x-ray images often make it 
possible to detect tumors that can-
not be felt. Screening mammograms 
can also find microcalcifications (tiny 
deposits of calcium) that sometimes 
indicate the presence of breast can-
cer.”  

There are also diagnostic mammo-

grams, which can be used to check 
for breast cancer after a lump is 
detected.  Diagnostic mammograms 
are also used to evaluate changes 
found during a screening mammo-
gram or to view breast tissue when 
it is difficult to obtain a screening 
mammogram because of special 
circumstances, such as the presence 
of breast implants.

The same machine is used for both 
screening and diagnostic mammo-
grams.  The main difference is that 
diagnostic mammograms take longer 
to perform as more xrays images are 
needed in order to obtain certain 
angles or magnify when necessary.

Digital Mammography

In the United States, digital mam-
mography has replaced conventional 
mammography, meaning that the 
x-rays are now stored as a computer 
file, rather than on film.  Digital 
mammograms make it much easier 
to enhance and/or magnify the im-
ages.  Furthermore, these digital im-
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Although many women are offered DBT, 
it has not yet been determined con-
clusively whether it is superior to 2-D 
mammography at identifying early can-
cers and avoiding false-positive results.  
A large-scale randomized breast screen-
ing trial is expected to begin in the near 
future, which will compare detection 
results from 3-D mammography with 
2-D mammography. 

Mammogram Guidelines

There is some dissension within the 
medical community about when women 
should start getting mammograms and 
how often.  However, the American Can-
cer Society sets the following guidelines 
for early detection. Women ages 40 to 
44 should have the choice to start an-
nual breast cancer screening with mam-
mograms if they wish to do so. Women 
age 45 to 54 should get mammograms 
every year. Women 55 and older may 
switch to mammograms every 2 years, or 
can continue yearly screenings.  It is im-
portant to talk to your doctor about your 
personal breast cancer risk and decide 
together what is best for you.

*This article is informational only and is not 
a substitute for medical advice*

ages can be shared electronically, so 
radiologists, doctors, and surgeons 
are able to consult virtually when 
necessary.

3-D Mammography

According to the National Cancer 
Institute, three-dimensional mam-
mography, also known as digital 
breast tomosynthesis (DBT), “is a 
type of digital mammography in 
which x-ray machines are used 
to take pictures of thin “slices” of 
the breast from different angles 
and computer software is used to 
reconstruct an image.”  Although 
3-D mammography uses very low 
dose x-rays, there is concern over 
slightly higher radiation levels since 
it is generally performed at the 
same time as standard digital mam-
mography.  However, newer 3-D 
mammography strategies allow the 
screening to be done alone, poten-
tially reducing the radiation dose 
to a level closer to that of standard 
mammography.


