
Bone mineral 
density scan (aka 
DEXA scan) 
 
A bone mineral density (BMD) scan or bone 
densitometry is a specific type of medical 
imaging to assess bone loss and diagnose 
osteoporosis. It uses a very small doses of 
ionising radiation at two different energy levels 
and then calculate the bone mineral density at 
various sites in the body. From there the other 
name of “Dual Energy X-ray Absorptiometry” or 
“DEXA”. This is the most used and standard 
method to diagnose osteoporosis. 
 
What is osteoporosis? 
Osteoporosis causes bones to become weak 
and brittle — so brittle that a fall or even mild 
stresses such as bending over or coughing can 
cause a fracture. Osteoporosis-related 

fractures most commonly occur in the hip, wrist 
or spine. 

Bone is living tissue that is constantly being 
broken down and replaced. Osteoporosis 
occurs when the creation of new bone doesn't 
keep up with the loss of old bone. 

Osteoporosis affects men and women of all 
races. But white and Asian women — 
especially older women who are past 
menopause — are at highest risk. Medications, 
healthy diet and weight-bearing exercise can 
help prevent bone loss or strengthen already 
weak bones. 

How will it be done? 
For most patients scans are obtained of the 
lower back and both hip joints with the patient 
lying on his or her back and side. The whole 
scan will take between 10 and 20 minutes. The 

procedure is completely pain free and only 
requires the patient to remain still for the 
duration of the scan. 
In specific cases scans can also be done of the 
forearms, if it is not possible to scan other 
regions. This may be due to metallic hardware 
from previous orthopaedic surgery or other 
localised bone disease. 

Once the scan is done the radiologist and 
radiographer will, with the help of dedicated 
computer algorithms, analyse the images and 
measure the bone density at specific sites. This 
will then be compared to a range of normal 
values to determine whether the patient has 
osteoporosis. Compression fractures of the 
spine or other bony pathology may also 
sometimes be detected. 
The patient/referring doctor will receive a 
printout which contain the images as well as 



analysis and densities of the different bony 
sites. 
 
How to prepare for a DEXA scan? 
Very little preparation is needed. Patients 
should however not take any supplements on 
the day of the scan as these contain high 
density minerals, which may alter the 
measurements. 
Patients should also not have had any contrast 
studies in the previous 14 days. This means 
that if you had a contrast injection for a CT 
scan or radio-isotope scan or had to drink 
iodine or barium contrast for another imaging 
study, that you should ideally wait 2 weeks 
before you have a BMD scan. 
 
Who should undergo a DEXA 
scan? 
People at risk for osteoporosis should consider 
a DEXA scan. 

● This includes post-menopausal females 
over the age of 65 and males over 70. 

● Females with early menopause before 
45. 

● PAtients with chronic diseases that 
affect the bone loss like Type 1 
diabetes, thyroid or parathyroid 
disease, liver or kidney disease or a 
family history of osteoporosis. 

● Patients on medication that may lead to 
bone loss, like chronic steroid use . 

● Excessive smoking or alcohol use. 
● Patients with known osteoporosis on 

treatment to facilitate management 
decisions. 

● History of hip or spine fracture due to 
low bone density. 

● Poor nutrition. 
● Small body frame with a sedentary 

lifestyle. 
 
If you think you that you may require a bone 
density scan, talk to your physician who can 
you refer you to us or another radiology 
practice for this scan. If the scan is normal a 
follow-up may be advised in 5 years. If 
abnormalities are found, you may be advised to 
follow-up earlier and consult with your doctor 
regarding supplements or actual treatment for 
osteoporosis. 
 
For further information or to make a booking 
you can call our practice at 033 347 8000. We 
currently offer BMD scanning at our Hilton 
Health branch. 
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