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HEALTHY YOU

W
hen it comes to
being proactive
about breast can-
cer prevention,

the effort at Mercy Women’s
Center is now even more pre-
cise thanks to new software.

Volpara Risk Pathways is
described as a state-of-the-art
assessment tool that identi-
fies women who may be at el-
evated risk for breast cancer,
and Mercy Cedar Rapids is
the first hospital in the area
to offer it.

“Before this technology,
determining a woman’s risk
for breast cancer was not
part of annual mammogram
screening. It is so important
to determine a woman’s risk
for breast cancer to ensure
the appropriate and most
accurate cancer screening is
available and recommend-
ed,” explained Amie Hass,
high risk oncology genet-
ics nurse practitioner. She
added that this software does
not estimate cancer risk in
women previously diagnosed
with breast cancer.

The mammogram analysis
produces a breast density
standardized score.

“This way, there is con-
sistency in how we analyze
breast density. Per federal
and state guidelines, we have
to score density into four
categories: fatty, scattered
fibroglandular densities,
heterogeneously dense, and
extremely dense,” said Dr.
Robert Dolan, a radiologist at
Mercy. “This software makes
this analysis more objective
than before, where it was
more subjective. The radiolo-
gist can override this score if
we think it is inaccurate.”

The computer software
is integrated with Mercy
Medical Center’s electronic
medical record system.

Before a screening mammo-
gram, a patient completes an
electronic check-in process
using the MyChart App on a
smartphone or tablet at the
Women’s Center. The simple
check-in process asks the

patient questions about their
personal history and family
history.

“The software then will
gather these responses and
estimate the lifetime risk for
breast cancer using a breast

cancer risk as-
sessment model.
The estimated
risk is then part
of the woman’s
mammogram re-
sult and reported
to her health care
provider,” Hass
said.

According to
Mercy, breast
cancer affects
one in eight
women during
their lifetime,
underscoring the
importance of
not only regular
mammography
screenings but a
comprehensive
understanding of

individual risk factors.
The software benefits to

patients include:

• Personalized care. The
software provides a per-
sonalized risk assessment

to help women and their
healthcare providers
make informed decisions
about additional care and
preventative measures.

• Early detection. By iden-
tifying high-risk patients
early, the software aids
in the early detection of
breast cancer, which is
crucial for effective
treatment and better
outcomes.

• Convenient ac-
cess. Patients
can easily com-
plete the health
questionnaire
at Mercy Wom-
en’s Center at
the time of their
mammogram
visit or before-
hand through
their MyChart ac-
count, ensuring a
smooth and efficient
process.

Once a patient’s risk in-
formation is collected, Mercy
utilizes a set of risk models
and clinical guidelines to ac-
curately identify and direct
high-risk patients to follow-

up care, which may include
genetic testing and/or ad-
ditional imaging, such as ul-
trasound or breast MRI. This
ensures that every patient
receives a customized care
plan based on their unique

risk profile.
“This takes several things

into consideration when
calculating a lifetime risk for
breast cancer score. Exam-

ples of things it uses to calcu-
late this score are family his-
tory and estrogen exposure,”
Dolan said. “We recommend
anyone with over a lifetime
risk of 20 percent be screened
additionally with annual
contrast enhanced breast
MRI. Breast MRI is our most
sensitive imaging modality
to find breast cancers.”

Hass, who works at the
Hall Perrine Cancer Center,
has been a genetics nurse
practitioner for nine years.
She meets with patients who
have a personal and/or fam-
ily history of cancer.

“I hear so many women
express their concern for
breast cancer risk. Many
women will say, ‘It is not if I
develop cancer, but when I
develop cancer.’ Breast can-
cer risk assessment will en-
sure these women will have
the knowledge and under-
standing of their cancer risk.
This knowledge will ensure
these women can be proac-
tive in their care,” Hass said.

Dr. Dolan said the key is
finding women who are at
elevated risk of breast cancer
who do not know that they
are, then making sure they
get the most appropriate
screening available.

“It is a national trend that
breast cancer and many
other cancers are occurring
in younger patients. With
this, we occasionally see
advanced breast cancers in
women of all ages. Our goal
is to get all local women the
screening they need in order
to diagnose cancers as early
as possible in as many wom-
en as possible. The smaller
the cancers that we find, the
better the outcomes our pa-
tients will have,” Dr. Dolan
added.

Advances in screening
are key to Hass, she said,

because they now have
the ability to possibly
prevent cancer with
risk reducing inter-
ventions such as
preventative sur-
gery.

“This technol-
ogy has the ability
to determine if
a woman would
benefit from cancer
genetic testing,” she

said. Cancer genetic
testing may determine

a woman has a very
high risk for breast cancer,

such as a BRCA1 gene muta-
tion. Women with a BRCA1
gene mutation may have 60
percent risk for developing
breast cancer by age 80.”

For more information, visit
www.mercycare.org/breastriskassessment

High risk oncology genetics nurse practitioner Barbara Peterson working with a patient using the new Volpara software.
(Submitted photo)

Breast cancer risk assessment technology at Mercy
Women’s Center first of its kind in the Corridor

By Tara Thomas-Gettman, for The Gazette

Breast cancer
risk assessment
will ensure these
women will have
the knowledge and
understanding of
their cancer risk.
This knowledge will
ensure these women
can be proactive in
their care”

-- Amie Hass

Reasons to choose HIV self-testing:

Easy: You can take the test yourself and get results without an appointment.

Painless: The self test uses fluid from your gums—no needles or blood!

Confidential: The test is mailed to you in a plain package.
You can take it in a place that is safe, private, and convenient.

Quick results: Get reliable results in as little as 20 minutes.

We can stop HIV, Iowa—
and with HIV self-testing, we can do it on our own terms.

If you need an HIV self test, you can order one through Together TakeMeHome—a free HIV self-testing program.
There is a limit to how soon a self test can detect HIV after exposure. If you believe you’ve been exposed to HIV in the past
few days, please go to a clinic near you for an HIV test! Find free HIV testing locations at stophiviowa.org.

Or visit: https://together.takemehome.org/
Scan the QR code to learn more & order your free HIV self test now!


