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MRI for dense 
breasts —  
what to know.
Nearly half of all women who have had a mammogram to screen  
for breast cancer have been identified as having dense breasts.  
This makes it more challenging to detect breast cancer because 
dense tissue and tumors both appear white on a mammogram. 
That’s one reason why it’s recommended to have an additional 
screening done. But which one?

Dr. Richard Sharpe Jr., a Mayo Clinic 
radiologist, says it’s crucial to talk with 
your healthcare team to find the screening 
method that is right for you. An MRI is  
one option.

“The first thing to know if you get notified 
is that dense breast tissue is completely 
normal. 

Half of all women will have dense tissue,” 
says Dr. Sharpe.

He says dense breasts are identified 
through a mammogram. Additional testing 
is the next step.

“The most widely available supplemental 
screening test for women with dense 
tissues is probably an ultrasound of the 
breast or an MRI,” says Dr. Sharpe. “There 
have been lots of studies showing that MRI 
is the most sensitive test for finding breast 
cancer.”

An MRI is meant to be used along with a 
mammogram, not instead.

 

“MRI is the most sensitive test we have for 
finding breast cancer. It can see through 
density. It can find hard-to-see, small 
cancers,” says Dr. Sharpe.

But it’s not for everyone. You’ll lie face 
down on a table and then guided into the 
MRI machine.”Some patients that have 
challenges with claustrophobia might 
struggle to be comfortable in the smaller 
space of the MRI scanner,” explains  
Dr. Sharpe.

The benefit is clear, he says.

“Women with dense tissue or high risk for 
breast cancer that undergo breast MRI, we 
are able to see cancers that would be hiding 
from the mammogram.”

Supplemental screening options
Other supplemental screening options 
include molecular breast imaging (MBI), 
ultrasound and contrast-enhanced 
mammography. 

 
 
 

Dr. Sharpe says choosing what screening 
method works for you is an individual 
decision that should be made with your 
healthcare team, but he says it’s important 
to start with your annual screening.

“The most important thing for women to 
know is that you should get your annual 
mammogram, starting at age 40. Also, if you 
have dense tissue, consider a supplemental 
screening, another imaging test looking at 
the breast tissues in a different way — and 
you should get that exam regularly as well,” 
he says.

“The most important thing for women to 
know is that you should get your annual 
mammogram, starting at age 40. Also, if you 
have dense tissue, consider a supplemental 
screening, another imaging test looking at 
the breast tissues in a different way — and 
you should get that exam regularly as well,” 
he says.

https://www.mayoclinic.org/arizona?mc_id=us&utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=en&utm_content=faithbased&utm_campaign=mayoclinic&geo=arizona&placementsite=arizona&invsrc=arizona&cauid=184215
http://jobs.mayoclinic.org/Arizona-jobs?mc_id=us&utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=en&utm_content=faithbased&utm_campaign=mayoclinic&geo=arizona&placementsite=arizona&invsrc=arizona&cauid=184216        
https://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/mammogram/multimedia/mammogram/vid-20084742?mc_id=us&utm_source=newsnetwork&utm_medium=l&utm_content=content&utm_campaign=mayoclinic&geo=national&placementsite=enterprise&invsrc=other&cauid=100721
https://newsnetwork.mayoclinic.org/discussion/mayo-clinic-minute-what-does-a-diagnosis-of-dense-breasts-mean/
https://www.mayoclinic.org/biographies/sharpe-richard-e-jr-m-d/bio-20486460
https://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/breast-mri/about/pac-20384809
https://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/molecular-breast-imaging/about/pac-20394710

