
because women my age usually have 
dense breast tissue which often makes  
it difficult to detect abnormalities on  
a mammogram. This is why women in 
their twenties and early thirties should 
have breast ultrasounds instead. Older 
women between 35 and 40 are advised to 
go for yearly mammograms as their breast 
tissue is less dense, making mammograms 
more diagnostic.

“All women are advised to do monthly 
breast self-examinations,” Dr Padayachee 
says. “Those younger than 35 are advised 
to do regular self-examinations and go for 
an ultrasound instead of a mammogram 
if they have concerns about their breast or 
want a routine check-up.

“If you’re 35 and older with any con-
cerns, and have a history of breast cancer 
or think you may be at risk, then you may 
go for a mammogram.”

All women from the age of 40 should 
have routine annual screening mam-
mograms and women over 70 two yearly 
screening mammograms.

The consultations
Selina’s consultation is about 30 minutes. 
It includes a digital mammogram in which 
four compression images are taken of each 
breast (which is flattened and squashed  
for only a few seconds and could be un-
comfortable). The procedure is about  
10 minutes. Afterwards Selina heads back 
in for an ultrasound, for a second imaging 
of the breast tissue. 

When she’s done, I go in for the  
ultrasound. The room is warm. It’s odd 
exposing my breasts to a stranger, but  
Dr Padayachee makes me feel comfortable 
as she explains the procedure. Cool gel 
is placed over my breasts and under my 
armpits as I lay with my hands behind my 
head. Dr Padayachee moves a device over 
and around my chest and under my arm-

im
a

g
es: SelIn

A
 PeTerSen

 A
n

D
 W

W
W

.iSTO
C

kPh
O

TO
.CO

m
   

ex
tr

a
 so

u
r

c
es: n

ATIO
n

A
lbreA

STC
A

n
C

erfO
u

n
D

ATIO
n

.O
rg

; breA
STh

eA
lTh

.CO
.zA

; C
A

n
SA

pits. It’s over in a matter of minutes and I’m 
given the all-clear.

I’m relieved, which makes me realise 
the reality of the situation made me more 
worried than I thought I’d be. Selina learnt 
she has cysts which are caused by natural 
hormonal changes in her body. She has to 
go back in six months for a follow-up.

Dr Padayachee explains the benefits of  
a mammogram and early detection. 

“A mammogram can pick up an abnor-
mality up to two years before a lump is felt, 
and with early detection comes a higher 
cure rate. When a tumour that’s less than 
1 cm is detected, the chance of cure is 
98 percent and a mastectomy or chemo-
therapy could be avoided.” 

She says breast cancer is on the rise 
globally and could partly be due to its ear-
lier and more frequent detection with the 
revolutionary technology now available. 
Women should have regular screening 
mammograms as early detection is key.  

many can’t afford medical aid and  
a mammogram at a private clinic but there 
are other options. Visit your local hospital 
to find out if they offer a mammogram 
service. Or contact a Cancer Association 
of SA (Cansa) centre in your area (see box, 
right) to make use of their mobile clinics 
that offer breast examinations. 

Risk factors 
  gender (women are more at risk)
  age (those over 50 are most at risk)
  race (white women are more at risk)
  family history and genetic factors
  health history
  menstrual and reproductive history
  certain genome changes
  dense breast tissue
  lack of physical activity
  poor diet
  being overweight or obese
  alcohol consumption

Cancer Association of SA 
(Cansa) centres
Eastern Cape
East London: 043-727-0120
Port Elizabeth: 041-373-5157
Free State
Bloemfontein: 051-444-2580
Gauteng
East Rand: 087-940-8097
Pretoria: 012-329-3036
Western Gauteng: 011-768-4342
KwaZulu-Natal
Durban: 031-205-9525
Pietermaritzburg: 033-342-9837
Limpopo
Modimolle: 014-717-4741
Polokwane: 015-297-1268
Mpumalanga
Nelspruit: 013-741-5442
Witbank: 013-656-5420
North West
Klerksdorp: 018-469-1889
Rustenburg: 014-533-0694
Northern Cape
Kimberley: 053-831-2968
Upington: 054-332-4937
Western Cape
Cape Metro: 021-689-5347
George: 044-874-4824
Malmesbury: 022-482-1111

more power to you!
Images taken from  
a digital mammogram 
(FAR LEFT) and ultra-
sound (LEFT) can show 
up abnormalities in 
the breast.

Dr Sumi Padayachee  
is one of SA’s  

leading breast 
radiologists.


