
BREAST DENSITY & ITS IMPACT  ON 
MAMMOGRAPHIC INTERPRETATION
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Objectives:

• Identify the different types of breast densities

• Explain why knowing breast densities is important as a technologist

• Describe other imaging modalities that are useful for imaging dense breasts 

• List the technologist’s role in imaging dense breasts



What is  breast density ?

Breast density is a term to describe the composition of a breast. 
In other words, it is a ratio of glandular and fibrous tissue, to 
fatty tissue in a woman's breasts .
➢ The Breast contains 3 different types of tissue:

- Fibrous Tissue
- Glandular tissue
- Fatty/Adipose Tissue

Dense breast tissue appears white, whereas fatty breast tissue appears darker or black



Deeper Dive into Tissue Types

1. Fibrous Tissue : 
• Is a connective tissue that protects and holds 

your muscles and tissues in place. It is also the 
same kind of tissue that makes up the 
ligaments in our bodies. 

• It appears white on a mammogram because it is 
dense and harder to see through (Campbell, 2025).



Deeper Dive into Tissue Types

2. Glandular Tissue: 
• Consists of the lobes, lobules, and ducts in the 

breast that produce (lobes & Lobules) and carry 
(ducts) the milk to the nipple. 

• Similar to fibrous tissue, it is dense, so will also 
show up white on a mammogram (Campbell, 2025).



Deeper Dive into Tissue Types

3. Fatty/Adipose Tissue : 
• Is just as it sounds, it is tissue that lies between 

the fibrous and glandular tissue. Fatty tissue is 
not dense, and shows up darker on a 
mammogram. 

• This makes it easier for Radiologist to detect 
cancers (Campbell, 2025).



Different categories of breast Density
Category What it means Visual

The breasts are almost 
Entirely fatty the breast tissue is almost all fat

There are scattered areas 
of fibroglandular density

A mix of both dense and fatty tissue, but mostly 
fatty.

The breasts are 
heterogeneously dense

A mix of both dense and fatty tissue, but mostly 
dense.

The breasts are extremely 
dense, the breast tissue is almost all dense

A

B

C

D
Note: From Dense Breasts and Breast Cancer, by Campbell, 2025, https://www.verywellhealth.com/dense-breasts-430657 
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Factors that can affect breast density:

• Age:  breast tissue is naturally denser when women are in 
their 20s or 30s. As you get older, the tissue becomes less 
dense. 

• Body Weight:  People who have a low BMI (body mass index) 
could be more likely to have denser breast tissue.

• Family History:  Having dense breasts is often an 
inherited trait, but not always. 

• Medications: Some medications or treatments such as 
hormone replacement therapy can affect the density of 
breast tissue



• Dense breast tissue makes it harder for a radiologist to detect breast 
cancer because both tumors and dense breast tissue appear white on a 
mammogram. 

• Although having dense tissue is one of the risk factors associated with 
breast cancer, it does not mean that if you have dense breasts, that you 
automatically will develop cancer. 

• It just puts you at a higher risk of developing cancer, because like 
previously mentioned, it's just harder to detect lesions in that dense 
tissue over fattier tissue. 

Why does breast density matter when it comes to diagnostics?



Why does breast density matter when it comes to diagnostics?

Individuals with extremely dense breasts (category D) are four to five 
times more likely than those with mostly fatty tissue (category 
a) breasts to develop breast cancer. individuals with heterogeneously 
dense breasts (Category C) are also more likely to develop breast cancer 
(Campbell, 2025).



What Do Different Densities Look like on a Mammogram? 

Note: From Dense Breasts Info, by Dense Breasts Info, 2026, https://densebreast-info.org/ 
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The Masking Effect

As discussed earlier, the dense tissue appears white on a mammogram. Unfortunately, so do most cancers and lesions. 
This creates a masking effect that can easily obscure malignancies in dense breasted women. Dense breast tissue also 
allows for a higher rate of false negatives and call backs, often requesting additional mammographic images or 
ultrasound to take a better look into the suspicious tissue area. Shown below is an excellent example of the masking 
effect and how easy a lesion can be hidden within dense breast tissue (Abdolell, 2025).

Note: From Hidden Threat, by Morrison, 2024, https://www.volparahealth.com/news/unmasking-the-hidden-threat-how-breast-density-impacts-cancer-detection/n 
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How Does 3D Imaging (DBT)  Help to Improve Detection of 
lesions in dense breasts?

3D Breast imaging, or "DBT" (Digital Breast Tomosynthesis) creates a 
slice-by-slice view of the breast by making an arc movement while 
taking the images, giving it a "3D" appearance. This allows the 
radiologists to scroll through the dense overlapping tissue, unlike 
2D where you can only see the standard flat 2D image. Because of 3Ds 
improved accuracy at detecting suspicious findings, it reduces the 
callback rate and unnecessary testing (Mayo Clinic, 2024).Note: From Breast Ult rasound, by A Woman’s Place, 2026, 

https:/ /www.awpnaples.com/services/breast-imaging/ 
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The future of breast density measurement
As with a lot of things nowadays, the future of 
determining breast density is driven by AI (artificial 
intelligence). As many of us have seen, radiologists are 
using Computer-Aided Detection (CAD) to assist them 
with the detection of anything suspicious on 
mammograms. The evolution of AI is becoming a very 
helpful tool in generating density reports. 

However, sometimes cad can be too sensitive in its findings, leading to a higher 
false positive or call back rate. It needs to be closely monitored by a radiologist 
as it generates the report. 

Note: From AI Performs, by RSNA, 2023, https:/ /www.rsna.org/news/2023/september/ai-reads-

mammograms-like-humans 
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How can other imaging modalities help combat dense 
breast tissue? 

When mammograms end up not visualizing a certain area as well as we need it too, OR, when we 
just need to take a different look at a certain area of interest, other imaging modalities can be 
used. 

• Ultrasound: is a Very common complementary tool typically used after follow up 
mammograms are taken. They are typically the go to option when dealing with 
younger patients. Ultrasounds are great for getting a close-up view at suspicious 
areas such as cysts or tumors. It's important to remember that although it is nice 
because there is no radiation dose, that these do NOT replace a mammogram.  

• MRI: Commonly used for higher-risk patients and are great for patients with dense 
breasts. MRI provides a very detailed view (clearer than ultrasound) if you are trying 
to identify a specific area in dense tissue. 



The technologist's role 
as a technologist, there are many things we can do to ensure our patients are 
receiving the best quality imaging and patient care.

• Ensuring proper positioning for each view (CC, MLO, Spot, 
etc.) and making there is adequate tissue included. 

• Making sure there is adequate compression, especially for 
dense breasted women to separate the tissue as much as 
possible

• Communicate clearly with patients and answer any 
questions they may have

Ensuring that your patients are receiving the best patient care is crucial in mammography. 
Establishing trust and giving them a positive experience will not only encourage them to 
come back in the future, but also improves the quality of the images. 



The technologists role cont. 
Not only do we have to balance the entire patient care aspect of mammography. We 

also need to keep in mind that when dealing with dense breasts, especially at a 
facility that does diagnostics, that there is a good chance we need to do additional 
views (Spot views, true laterals, rolled views, etc. ). Tissue can still overlap even 
when using the correct positioning technique, so adequate compression is very 

important. Make sure to educate your patient that the more compression, the better, 
However they should not be in unbearable pain. We want to make sure they continue 

to come back. 

Note: From When You Should Get a Mammogram, by Monga, 2023, https:/ /health.osu.edu/health/cancer/when-should-you-get-a-mammogram 
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SOME KEY Fun FACTS
ONE IN 8 WOMEN 

MAMMOGRAM1 in 8 women will get breast cancer

HOW TO PREVENT IT

SELF-EXAMINATION
1 YEAR

30 DAYS
EAT HEALTHYEVERY DAY
DO EXERCISEEVERY DAY
SUNBATHE15MIN/365

138 million new cases worldwide. 
It is the most common type of 
cancer in women (Clinic, 2023).

CANCER NEWS

more info coming up



Can sun exposure affect the 
risk of breast cancer?

According to  multiple studies conducted by Dr. Yilun Li & Dr. Li Ma, the 
answer is yes. "we found an overall negative association between exposure to 
solar uv radiation and breast cancer risk, perhaps because sunlight (at 280–
315nm) catalyzes the synthesis of vitamin D, which can reduce breast cancer 
risk. Vitamin D can inhibit the proliferation of breast cancer cells by 
inducing apoptosis and down-regulating the expression of kv10.1 channels." 
In their final conclusion, they stated "Our meta-analysis found that exposure 
to solar ultraviolet radiation reduces the risk of breast cancer, especially in 
women over 40." (Li & Ma 2020).



2017 Wisconsin Act 201

According to the Wisconsin State Legislature, 
the 2017 Wisconsin act 201 Requires facilities 

performing mammograms to provide a notice 
to patients about the density of their tissue. By 

doing this it can help women to be aware of 
their own risk, and inform them that the 

denser their tissue is, the harder it will be to 
detect any cancers. They should keep this in 

mind when consulting their doctor about what 
type of care is best for them going forward 

(2017). Gails Law 

The Gails Law passed the Wisconsin State Senate on 
October 14, 2025, and it currently awaiting state 

Assembly Vote. When passed, this law would require 
Insurances to cover any additional imaging that may 

be needed such as Ultrasound, MRI, and other 
Diagnostic Exams. This law will remove any financial 
barriers that may be holding people back from an early 
diagnosis. Unfortunately, the cost of these exams is 

more than likely the reason why a lot of people delay 
getting care until it is too late 

(wibreastcancer.org, 2025).



Conclusion
• Breast density significantly affects mammographic interpretation and 

cancer detection
• Dense tissue can mask lesions, increasing false negatives and callbacks
• 3D mammography (DBT) and supplemental imaging (ultrasound, MRI) 

improve detection in dense breasts
• Mammography technologists play a key role through proper positioning, 

compression, and patient communication
• Increased awareness, advancing technology, and supportive legislation 

help improve early detection and patient outcomes
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