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Focus On  
Women’s Health 
Slow down and take a  
necessary break to care  
for your overall health.

October gets a lot of attention as National Breast 
Cancer Awareness Month, but it is a good time to 
focus on women’s overall health. The University of 
California – San Francisco (UCSF) Women’s Health 
Clinical Research Center, has health screening 
recommendations for healthy women of all ages 
that encompass more than just breast health. 

When it comes to general and heart health, 
women should visit their care provider for a 
check-up that includes weight, body mass index 
(BMI), blood pressure and a cholesterol test. For 
younger women, up to age 50, an annual visit 
is recommended and after age 50, women are 
recommended to go every 5 years. Your health 
care provider may advise you to have additional 
blood tests as well, depending on your health 
situation. These check-ups can alert your provider 
to early signs of health issues like high cholesterol 
or thyroid function concerns. Your provider will 
also review your health history and advise if you 
are due for vaccinations during these visits — like 
a yearly flu shot and/or a pneumococcal vaccine 
for women over age 65.

Another important aspect of women’s health is bone 
mineral density (BMD). Women have smaller, 
thinner bones than men and estrogen, a hormone 
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in women that protects bones, declines dramatically 
when a woman experiences menopause. For these 
reasons, The International Society for Clinical 
Densitometry recommends BMD testing in all 
women 65 years and older. It also recommends BMD 
testing in postmenopausal women younger than 65 
years who have risk factors for low bone mass. 

Breast and reproductive health screenings are 
also important preventive actions. Screening for 
breast cancer means looking for signs of breast 
cancer in all healthy women, even if they have no 
symptoms, through a test called a mammogram. 
The goal of a screening mammogram is to catch 
cancers early. Early-stage cancers are easier to treat 
than later-stage cancers, and the chance of survival 
is higher. The U.S. Preventive Services Task Force 
recommends women aged 50 to 74 years get a 
mammogram every two years. Women younger 
than 50 years may choose to be screened, but 
not all women need to be — it depends on your 
situation and discussions with your provider. 
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Erasing the Stigma

World Mental Health Day is October 10.
Here are 5 things you should know about 
mental health from the American Red Cross.

1.  Having a Mental Illness Does Not Define a Person 
One in five individuals in the U.S. has or will be 
diagnosed with a mental illness. Remember that 
although a person may have a mental illness, their 
illness does not define who they are as a person.

2.  Reframe How We Speak About Mental Illness
When speaking about mental illnesses, it’s helpful 
to think of them kind of like physical illnesses. So 
instead of saying someone is bipolar, you could say 
that someone has bipolar disorder, similar to how 
you would say that someone has chronic migraines. 
You wouldn’t say that a person is chronic migraines. 
Reframing how we speak about mental illness, and 
the people who have them, could help decrease the 
stigma around mental health issues across the board.

3. Listen to Your Friends and Family
Sadly, approximately every 40 seconds, someone loses 
their life to suicide. If you come across someone you 
think may be suicidal and want to help, it’s important 
for you to show compassion. Let them know they are 
not alone and there are people who care about them. 
If you learn they have a plan or the means to commit 
suicide, call 911 or the National Suicide Prevention 
Lifeline (1-800-273-8255) as soon as possible.

4. Focus on Strengths
People who have mental health issues need to be 
reminded of their strengths. Encourage people to 
recognize what they’ve accomplished instead of 
focusing on what they’re lacking. The fact that a 
person can reach out to someone, whether that be a 
friend, family member or a mental health professional, 
to talk about how they’re feeling or what they’re 
experiencing is a big step in the right direction.

5. Help is Available
If you’re having difficulty with mental health issues, 
remember that help is available. Organizations 
such as the National Alliance on Mental Illness and 
the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration can help. If you’ve recently been 
impacted by a disaster, Red Cross mental health 
volunteers out in the community and at Red Cross 
shelters can help provide residents with emotional 
support and connect them to much needed 
resources. 
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Reproductive screenings include a Pap test 
and pelvic exam. The main purpose of a Pap test 
is to look for cell changes in the cervix, which 
could be caused by human papillomavirus 
(HPV) and could lead to cervical cancer. By 
detecting cervical cancer cells early, treatment 
could start before it spreads and becomes a 
bigger concern. 

As women age, colorectal health screenings 
are important. For women age 50–64, a 
colonoscopy is commonly recommended. 
Again, these tests can alert your health care 
provider to early signs of cancer and allow 
for early treatment. Colonoscopies are also 
used to identify other health issues like colitis, 
diverticulitis and bleeding lesions. 

Taking care of your teeth may not be something 
you associate with your overall health, but a 
dental exam can give your dentist insight into 
more than just the health of your smile. These 
exams tend to focus on prevention and dental 
hygiene, but your dentist is also looking for signs 
of oral cancer. Oral cancer is a treatable disease 
and early detection can make a huge difference. 
To keep your mouth healthy, the American 
Dental Association (ADA) recommends dental 
visits and exams every six months. 

The health of your eyes is another area women 
should pay attention to. A vision exam with 
an eye care provider should be scheduled 
every two to four years, and yearly for women 
who wear glasses or contact lens. Having 
regular eye exams can help detect serious eye 
problems (such as glaucoma, cataracts, macular 
degeneration and detached retinas) at the 
earliest stage – when they are most treatable.

It can be hard for women to focus on their 
own health. Women are often put in the 
position as the family member responsible for 
taking care of children, spouses and/or elderly 
parents, including scheduling their health care 
appointments. But taking the time to schedule 
appointments and screening for themselves is 
just as important. 
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