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Free mammograms o!ered to
women under 40 in Pittsburgh
A Glimmer of Hope, AHN and the Pittsburgh Pirates join to

offer breast cancer screenings

 

 CINDY ALEXANDER  MAY 21, 2022  6:00 AM

Although insurance companies often start providing coverage for
breast cancer screenings at age 40, about 5% of cases of breast
cancer occur in women under the age of 40.

The Pittsburgh-based breast cancer organization A Glimmer of
Hope Foundation, in collaboration with Allegheny Health
Network and the Pittsburgh Pirates, is offering breast cancer
screenings at no charge to women under 40 who either have no
insurance or have been denied coverage through their insurance
provider.

Under standard insurance guidelines for preventative care,
women under 40 without a family history of breast cancer or a
specific medical diagnosis are not covered for a mammogram.
Diana Napper, founder of A Glimmer of Hope Foundation, feels
that is too restrictive.

“Ninety percent of breast cancer does not have a family history,”
said Ms. Napper. “What we found in the last two years is women
presenting during pregnancy.” She said the doctor may assume
“that they have lumpy breasts from being pregnant, and
sometimes the physician will say ‘Well that happens when you
are pregnant or during breastfeeding.’”

Ms. Napper said that most younger women are not great
candidates for mammograms due to the density of their breasts,
so ultrasounds are being offered as an alternative.

She said some women who suspect there may be an issue ask for
a screening from their health care provider, but their doctors tell
them the likelihood of breast cancer at their age is low.

“Women will call me [and say] ‘I have a horrible pain in my
breast and the doctor said breast cancer doesn’t present as pain.’
Breast cancer can present as anything it chooses to,” said Ms.
Napper.

Women often begin having pap smears at the age of 18 or 21 to
have protection from cervical cancer at an early age. Ms. Napper
said setting a baseline for breast cancer screenings at that age
should be the protocol as well.

Ms. Napper said she is always impressed by the partnerships
available in the Pittsburgh area.

“One thing about Pittsburgh, organizations like the Pittsburgh
Pirates, Alan Faneca with the Pittsburgh Steelers, the amount of
support these people bring, it’s unbelievable,” said Ms. Napper.

Jacque Skowvron, executive director of the Pittsburgh Pirates
Charities and Community Engagement, said they are proud to
support this program.

“Whenever we have the chance to support the work of two great
partners like A Glimmer of Hope and AHN, we are always happy
to be able to do so,” Ms. Skowvron said. “It is our hope that we
can use our platform to help drive awareness for the important
work that so many organizations like Glimmer of Hope and AHN
are doing to ensure those who need the resources they offer can
have access.”

The screening program is going on now. Women under the age of
40 who are looking to have a mammogram and have either been
denied coverage for the procedure or do not have health
insurance can get more information on the program or schedule
an appointment by calling 412-315-3999.

Cindy Alexander is a freelance writer.
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WHAT YOU NEED TO
KNOW

■ Is preventive health care
covered by insurance? Most health
insurance plans must cover a set of
preventive services, including
screening tests and vaccines. Under
the Affordable Care Act, annual
physical exams are covered as a
preventive benefit.
■ What if I don’t have insurance or
a primary care physician? Many
pharmacies offer limited types of
screening, such as for blood
pressure, cholesterol and glucose.
Employers may offer occasional
workplace screenings as well.
Allegheny Health Network will hold
a free cancer screening clinic
on Saturday, May 21 at the AHN
South Hills Medical Office Building at
575 Coal Valley Road, Suite 400 in
Jefferson Hills. Registration is open
until May 12, or until the session is
filled. Call 412-359-6665.
UPMC’s Birmingham Free Clinic
on the South Side also provides a
range of medical services, including
primary care.
In addition, Excela Health offers a
screening of 33 blood tests starting
at $55 under its Wellness Checks
program. Upcoming Wellness
Checks are on Saturday, May 14
from 6:30 to 9:30 a.m. at Excela
Square at Latrobe and Saturday,
May 21 from 6:30 to 9:30 a.m. at
Trinity Lutheran Church in
Connellsville. Call 877-771-1234 to
register.

The pandemic has put a lot of things on hold, including
preventive health care. Many people have postponed doctor visits
they felt weren’t necessary, whether because of concerns about
COVID-19 risk, changes in insurance or financial reasons.

One study from January 2021 estimated that 29% of patients
missed a primary care appointment from March to June 2020.
Two years into the pandemic, plenty of people still haven’t gotten
caught up.

But it’s not all patients’ fault. In the early months of the
pandemic, some doctor’s offices and clinics closed their doors
temporarily, while hospitals were too backed up with COVID-19
patients to see people for routine screenings and preventive care.

Doctors worry that the lingering effects of pandemic-related
disruptions to preventive care could have lasting implications for
our health. For example, if some cancers are not caught at an
early stage, they can spread and become much more difficult to
treat. Experts say now is the time to get caught up on the
preventive care you might have missed.

“When patients aren’t able to come
in to be seen, they’re definitely
losing opportunities to potentially
catch health problems earlier,” said
Dr. Emily Galli, an internal
medicine physician at St. Clair
Health.

The physical exam

Recommendations vary, but most
younger adults should plan to get a
physical every two to three years.
Older adults and those with
underlying health conditions should
plan to get a physical around once a
year. This exam is a chance for your
doctor to check on your overall
health.

Dr. Galli said physicals are
important for adults of all ages, not
just older individuals with known
health problems.

“When you sit down with a doctor and they meet you for the first
time, we ask your medical history and that also includes family
history,” she said. “When we do that, sometimes we realize that
certain patients actually need to have screening tests a lot earlier
than what is typical in average risk adults.”

Dr. Holly Thomas, an assistant professor of medicine at the
University of Pittsburgh and an internist at UPMC, said physicals
are a time for patients to talk to their doctors about new or
lingering health issues or their health goals.

“For an annual exam, we have more time with the patient than a
typical appointment which allows us to do some important things
that we otherwise might not be able to do,” said Dr. Thomas.
That can include screenings for depression, diabetes and high
blood pressure, for instance.

Physicals are usually when your doctor will perform health
screenings and recommend additional tests based on your age
and risk. The following sections cover many of the common
recommended screenings and preventive care for different age
groups, but this isn’t meant to be an exhaustive list.

Kids

Kids have also missed out on
important preventive care
throughout the pandemic.
Childhood immunization rates fell
nationally during 2020 compared to
the previous year, and while
vaccination rates did rebound some
by year’s end, fewer children were
up to date on their routine vaccines
in fall 2020 compared with the
previous year.

A JAMA Pediatrics study published in October 2021 found that
74% of infants turning 7 months in September 2020 were up to
date, compared with 81% of infants turning 7 months in
September 2019.

“For most of the vaccines, you can get caught up, but there is a
time period when these children will be under vaccinated and at
risk for vaccine preventable diseases until they do,” said Dr.
Malini DeSilva, a pediatrician at the HealthPartneRs Institute in
Minnesota and an author on the study.

“For some vaccines, such as the rotavirus vaccine, there are more
strict age requirements of when you start this series and when it
needs to be completed by, and if you don't get the vaccines in that
time period, you can't get caught up on them because of those age
limits,” she said. “So there is concern about the level of immunity
within the younger population.”

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s child and
adolescent vaccine schedule can help parents stay on track with
their kids’ immunizations. In addition to the usual childhood
vaccines, children 5 and older are eligible for the COVID-19
vaccine. Adolescents should get two doses of the HPV vaccine,
while teens 15 and older will need three doses of the shot.

During well-child visits, pediatricians will perform
developmental screenings and also test your child’s hearing and
vision. Your doctor may also screen for obesity, blood pressure,
depression and dental health. The American Academy of
Pediatrics has a “Periodicity Schedule” for screenings and
assessments recommended for each age group.

Adults starting at age 18

The U.S. Preventive Services Task
Force (USPSTF) recommends
screening for high blood pressure in
adults age 18 or older. High blood
pressure, or hypertension, affects
approximately 45% of the adult U.S.
population and is a major contributing risk factor for heart
failure, heart attack, stroke and chronic kidney disease. Adults
age 18 to 39 years with normal blood pressure who do not have
other risk factors should be rescreened every three to five years.

At your regular checkup or wellness visit, your doctor will also
screen for depression by talking to you about your mood, sleep,
eating habits and other activities.

And if you haven’t received it already, you can get the HPV
vaccine through age 26.

Women in their 20s

Starting at age 21, most women
should see their gynecologist for a
pelvic exam and a Pap smear once
every three years. During a pelvic
exam, your doctor examines your
vulva and internal reproductive organs for redness, soreness and
other issues. A Pap smear is a test for cervical cancer screening
and involves collecting cells from the cervix. Some people need
more frequent screenings based on the findings.

During a Pap smear, your doctor may also screen for sexually
transmitted infections, such as chlamydia and gonorrhea,
depending on whether you are sexually active.

Men in their 20s

The CDC recommends that men who have sex with men should
be tested once a year for HIV, syphilis, chlamydia and gonorrhea.
Men who are living with HIV should be tested once a year for
hepatitis C. Those with multiple partners may need to be tested
more frequently.

Men should start getting screened for high cholesterol in their
20s because they tend to have higher cholesterol levels than
women.

Adults in their 30s

Last year, the USPSTF lowered the
recommended age for diabetes
screening for those who are at
higher risk. Adults who are
overweight or obese should now
start screening for prediabetes and
Type 2 diabetes at age 35 instead of
the previous recommendation of
starting at age 40. The federal
health advisory group said the updated recommendation was due
to rising rates of obesity and Type 2 diabetes.

Prediabetes means your blood sugar levels are higher than
normal but not high enough to be considered Type 2 diabetes yet.

“Oftentimes, people have no signs and symptoms of prediabetes.
So the vast majority of people who are in this condition don't
realize that they are. That's why we screen for it with a blood
test,” said Dr. Thomas.

Prediabetes screening is important because people in that range
can make changes in their diet and exercise routine to prevent it
from turning into full-blown diabetes.

Women in their 30s

Generally, women don’t need to begin screening for high
cholesterol until their 30s, unless they have certain risk factors,
such as having diabetes, being overweight, previously having
high cholesterol or having a family history of heart disease or
high cholesterol.

Adults in their 40s

A recent change in screening
recommendations means that adults
should start getting regular colon
cancer screenings at age 45.
Previously, the age to begin
screening was 50. But medical
experts recommended the change
last year in response to an alarming rise in colon cancer among
younger adults. From 2008 to 2017, deaths of people under age
55 from colon cancer increased 1% every year, even as overall
rates of the disease declined.

“Colon cancer screening is probably the most underutilized type
of screening but one of the most helpful and important because it
can catch precancerous lesions in the colon before they go on to
turn into cancer,” said Dr. Thomas. “They're easy to remove
when they're small and precancerous, but are life-threatening
when they spread.”

A colonoscopy isn't the only option for screening. At-home blood
and protein tests can also catch colon cancer. Those with an
existing gastrointestinal disease or a family history of colon
cancer may need to begin screening earlier than age 45.

Dr. Sterling Ransone, president of the American Academy of
Family Physicians, said it’s especially important for men to get
screened because incidence rates of colon cancer are about 30%
higher in men.

“In my experience, women tend to be far better at coming in and
getting routine screenings. From a social standpoint, a lot of
women will talk to their friends about things while guys don't,”
he said. “A lot of men really haven't been socialized like that.”

Women in their 40s

Women in their 40s need to start thinking about beginning
breast cancer screening, which involves an X-ray picture of the
breast called a mammogram. Different medical groups have
slightly different opinions on when you should start getting
regular mammograms. The American College of Obstetricians
and Gynecologists recommends it every one to two years for
women ages 40 and older, but the Preventive Services Task Force
says it’s OK to get one every two years beginning at age 50.

“We used to have a model in medicine where the doctor decided
everything that happened to patients, and patients didn't really
like that. They liked being more involved in their care,” said Dr.
Galli. “Now we engage in this shared decision-making model.”

She said the best thing to do is to have a discussion with your
doctor about when you would like to start screening. Women who
might be at higher risk of breast cancer, such as those with a
family history or individuals with Ashkenazi Jewish heritage,
may need to start screening earlier.

While mammograms can save lives, they may also lead to
unnecessary treatment if they find a suspicious-looking area that
would have never developed into cancer. Your doctor can walk
you through the pros and cons of breast cancer screening.

Adults 50 and older

Our immune systems tend to get
weaker as we get older, and as a
result, our bodies aren’t as good at
fighting off diseases. That’s why it’s
recommended for older adults to
receive the flu vaccine every year. In
addition, adults 50 and older should
get two doses of the shingles
vaccine, and adults 65 and older
should get one dose of a
pneumococcal vaccine. Adults 50
and older are also eligible for a
second COVID-19 booster shot.

Men in their 50s

For men aged 55 to 69 years, the decision to undergo periodic
prostate cancer screenings is an individual one.

Screening involves a blood test called a prostate specific antigen
(PSA) test, which measures the level of PSA in the blood. Levels
of this protein can be elevated in men with prostate cancer.

Screening offers a small potential benefit of reducing the chance
of death from prostate cancer in some men. However, many men
can receive false-positive results that lead to additional testing,
possible biopsy and unnecessary treatment that can cause
complications, such as incontinence and erectile dysfunction.

“There is some debate about how helpful the prostate cancer
screening test is,” said Dr. Thomas. “The challenge with the PSA
test is it’s not as accurate as we would like it to be.”

The USPSTF recommends against PSA screening for prostate
cancer in men 70 years and older because prostate cancers
detected in that age group are typically slow-growing and
unlikely to cause harm.

Women over 65

The American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists
recommends that women aged 65 years or older get a bone
mineral density test annually to check for the risk of
osteoporosis, a condition in which the bones become thin, weak
and brittle. Osteoporosis is five times more common in women
than in men.

Emily Mullin: emullin@post-gazette.com
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