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Health CHECKS
FOR EVERY DECADE

Taking control of your health means scheduling those essential health 
tests. From HPV to the big C, we take a look at the simple yet

 life-saving tests every woman needs in her 20s, 30s, 40s and 50s. 
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IN YOUR 20S...
CHLAMYDIA
 WHY?  “Chlamydia does not give 
symptoms, but it is a cause of infertility 
if left untreated,” explains GP Dr Nina 
Byrnes from Generation Health Medical 
Centre (Generationhealth.ie). “However, 
if you have it, and it’s caught early, it’s 
unlikely to cause any long-term damage.”

 WHEN? “For sexually active women 
under the age of 25, chlamydia is one of the 
first things we check for,” says Dr Byrnes. 
It’s a straightforward test in which your 
GP will take a swab from the neck of the 
womb (similar to having a smear test).  

 HOW OFTEN? If you’ve had unprotected 
sex or have a new partner, it’s important 
to get tested. Also ask to be tested if you 
experience pain or bleeding after sex. 

HIV
 WHY? Unfortunately, the threat of 
HIV has not gone away, but it is now 
manageable with medication, and if it’s 
caught early, it’s unlikely to develop 
into AIDS. However, HIV is also highly 
contagious. “You can get HIV from one 
episode of intercourse,” warns Dr Byrnes. 

 WHEN? Testing for HIV is a simple blood 
test, which you can get as part of a full STI 
screen. It’s advisable to get this done in 
your twenties if you have had unprotected 
sex, as the earlier you get it, the better you 
can manage the virus. 

 HOW OFTEN? If you have frequent 
partners or unprotected sex, you should 
get tested. And you may need a number of 
tests, at three and six months intervals, as it 
can take a while to show up in the blood.

HPV
 WHY? “The HPV virus is one of the 
causes of cervical cancer and genital warts,” 
says Dr Byrnes. “Without testing, the only 
real way to know if you are a virus-carrier 
is if you actually see the warts. Around 60 
per cent of people who are sexually active 
have been exposed to the HPV virus, yet 
only five per cent have warts.”

 WHEN?  If you have an abnormal smear 
or there are early changes detected in your 
cervix, your doctor will run a HPV test. If 
you test high for HPV, you have a higher 
risk of developing cervical cancer. 

 HOW OFTEN? If you have a normal 
smear, you don’t need to be screened, but 
if you’ve had warts or an abnormal smear, 
you should get screened. If you have warts, 

your doctor can freeze them off before 
giving you a full STI screen.  

PAP SMEAR
 WHY? Cervical cancer doesn’t give any 
symptoms until it’s very advanced, so it’s 
important to get regular smears.

 WHEN?  From the age of 25. If your 
smear is abnormal, it’s not necessarily 
cancer. “You would be referred for a 
colposcopy,” says Dr Byrnes. “Most 
abnormalities are treatable and don’t 
become cancer.”

 HOW OFTEN?  After the age of 25, Irish 
women can get a free cervical smear every 
three years until the age of 45. After the age 
of 45, you can get a free smear every five 
years until the age of 60. 

PELVIC EXAM
 WHY?  Cancer is often a silent killer, so 
it’s useful to have your womb and ovaries 
examined by a doctor to check for any 
changes. The good news is that ovarian 
cancer is treatable if it’s caught early.

 WHEN?  This simple exam can be done at 
the same time as a smear test. Your doctor 
will look for any sign of fibroids, ovarian 
cysts, an enlarged womb and any signs of 
infection in and around your pelvis. 

 HOW OFTEN?  Every three years, in 
conjunction with your regular smear test. 

SKIN CANCER CHECK
 WHY?  Cases of malignant melanoma – 
the most deadly form of skin cancer – are 
on the rise, and people with fair, Irish skin 
are among the most at-risk demographic. 
It is curable in the majority of cases – if it’s 
caught early enough. 

 WHEN?  Dr Adam Friedmann, 
a consultant dermatologist at The 
Harley Street Dermatology Clinic says, 
“Melanoma is one of the most common 
cancers in young people, so checking from 
about 20 years old is important. Get to 
know your moles and be aware if any are 
new or have changed,” he says. Look for 
rapidly growing or enlarging moles, moles 
that change shape and become irregular 
or asymmetrical, blurring of the borders 
of a mole, changing colour, particularly 
darkening, or more variations of colour 
appearing or ulceration or bleeding. 

 HOW OFTEN?  Dr Friedmann advises 
checking your skin every three months. “A 
consultant dermatologist can use specialist 
equipment such as a dermatoscope to 
further assess your moles. If in doubt, they 
will remove them and examine the cells 
under a high-powered microscope.”

IN YOUR 30S…
THYROID FUNCTION
 WHY? The thyroid gland is like your 
body’s thermostat, regulating temperature 
and controlling your metabolism. So when 
it goes haywire it can cause a whole host 
of problems including unexplained weight 
gain, depression, hair loss and infertility. 
 WHEN? Dr Marilyn Glenville 
PhD, a specialist in women’s health 
(Glenvillenutrition.ie.), says that while 
it’s important for all women displaying 
symptoms to get their thyroid checked, 
women who are trying to get pregnant 
should prioritise this test. “An overactive 
thyroid that is not treated during pregnancy 
can cause early labour, pre-eclampsia, low 
birth weight or stillbirth.”

 HOW OFTEN? Testing for thyroid 
hormones can be done by your doctor and 
involves a routine blood test. 

ORAL HEALTH
 WHY? An oral health check can help spot 
everything from diabetes to oral cancers.

 WHEN? Changes to look out for include 
white or red patches in your mouth, rough 
patches in your mouth, bleeding gums, 
loose teeth or any lumps or bumps in your 
mouth, in the head and neck area or your 
glands. It’s also key to keep on top of 
your oral hygiene in your 30s, particularly 
during pregnancy, when you are more 
susceptible to gum disease. 

HOW OFTEN?  “We recommend all 
our patients return for check ups every 
six months,” says Dr Marie McGrath 
from Knightsbridge Dental Care 
(Knightsbridgedental.co.uk). “ This allows 
us to stay at the forefront of any changes 
not just with the teeth, but in the neck 
area, glands or on the mucosa where often 
carcinogenic changes occur.” 

BREAST CANCER
 WHY? In your 30s, your chances of 
getting breast cancer jump from one in 
1,760 to one in 229, so regularly checking 
for changes becomes vital in this decade. 

 WHEN? According to Clare Manning 
from the National Screening Service 
(Cancerscreening.ie) changes to look for 
include: Lumps in your breast, flattened 
nipples, a rash around the nipple, a change 
in the size or shape of your breast or 
constant pain in your breast or armpit.”

HOW OFTEN? Every month or so, in 
order to spot changes quickly. If you notice 
any changes, visit your GP immediately.
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IN YOUR 40s...

EYE HEALTH
 WHY? If you look after your sight, age-
related eye diseases will have less impact, 
occur later and be less severe. A high street 
optometrist can check out any vision 
problems and spot other problems – such 
as signs of a brain tumour – which requires 
a referral to an ophthalmologist.

 WHEN? By your 40s, you should 
be scheduling regular visits with your 
optometrist. Professor William Ayliffe, a 
consultant ophthalmologist at The Lister 
Hospital (Thelisterhospital.com) says,  
“The most common problem is increasing 
difficulty with reading after the age of 40. 
This is a good opportunity to take your 
first eye test with a local optometrist who 
will not only advise on the best prescription 
for you, but also give a thorough eye 
examination to exclude any predisposition 
to a potentially blinding disease.”

 HOW OFTEN? “After your first eye 
examination at the age of 40, the next 
examination should be around 50 years of 
age. After this, a review every two years or 
so is sufficient,” says Professor Ayliffe.

BLOOD PRESSURE
 WHY? “Increased blood pressure is a 
very significant risk for cardiovascular 
disease,” explains Dr Brynes. “High blood 
pressure puts a strain on your kidneys and 
your heart and it increases your risk of 
stroke and heart attack, and it can damage 
your heart over time.” It doesn’t give any 
symptoms, so it’s something that needs to 
be checked by your doctor.  

 WHEN? Normal, healthy women should 
start getting their blood pressure checked 
in their 40s. However, women who are 
on the pill, are overweight, on medication 
or have a family history of high blood 
pressure should have it checked earlier.

 HOW OFTEN? Once or twice a decade 
from your 40s for healthy women. 
However, if you are on the pill or are a 
smoker, you should get an annual check. 

BLOOD GLUCOSE TEST
 WHY? It’s estimated that almost a 
quarter of Irish people have pre-diabetes 
or diabetes, yet, as it’s symptomless, many 
don’t know about it. A blood glucose test 
can detect early diabetes or pre-diabetes 
and you can then instigate lifestyle changes 
to help you get your sugars back to normal. 
Without the test, sugar can become like a 
poison to your body, attacking every organ. 

 WHEN? Typically, you should start 
getting tested over the age of 45, but if 
you are more at-risk (overweight or with 
a family history of diabetes) get it done 
sooner. You should also get tested if you 
experience any of the following symptoms: 
Passing more urine, getting more thirsty, 
unexplained weight loss or fatigue. 

 HOW OFTEN? Get your blood glucose 
tested every few years after the age of 45, 
or if you are predisposed to the condition. 
 

MAMMOGRAM 
 WHY? A mammogram can detect 
breast cancer early – and often before 
any symptoms are experienced. Manning 
explains, “At this stage, cancer is likely to 
be easier to treat, there are more treatment 
options available and there is a higher 
chance of a good recovery.”

 WHEN? In Ireland, over 70 per cent of 
breast cancer occurs in women aged over 
50. BreastCheck screens women aged 
50-64 as the incidence of breast cancer is 
highest in this age group.

 HOW OFTEN? Women aged 50-64 get  
a free mammogram every two years. 

CHOLESTEROL 
 WHY? You need to know your 
cholesterol number in order to prevent 
heart disease and stroke. “It’s a modifiable 
risk, so you can do something about it,” 
says Dr Byrnes. “Cholesterol is a result of 
fat in the body, so if you are eating a lot of 
fat, that is going to push your cholesterol 
up,” she added. “Fit, thin people can have 
high cholesterol, as there is a strong genetic 
element, so it’s worth having that chat with 
your mother about high cholesterol in the 
family.” 

 WHEN? If you have a family history of 
high cholesterol, smoke or are overweight, 
it’s important to know your number. “Your 
cholesterol number is the sum of different 
types of cholesterol – a by-product of fat 
in the body,” says Dr Byrnes. However, it’s 
worth noting that not all fat is bad. “HDL 
is good cholesterol, found in healthy fats 
like nuts, olive oil and oily fish,” explains 
Dr Byrnes. “LDL and triglycerides are bad 
cholesterol.” The aim is to get your HDL 
up and your LDL down.

 HOW OFTEN? If you are otherwise 
healthy, you only need it checked once 
or twice a decade. However, as you age, 
cholesterol becomes a cardiovascular risk, 
so you might need it checked more often in 
your 50s. 

 IN YOUR 50s...

LOW BONE DENSITY
 WHY? Simon Moyes, a consultant 
orthopaedic surgeon at The Wellington 
Hospital (Thewellingtonhospital.com) 
says, “As you get older, there is a risk of 
becoming osteoporotic with increased 
risk of fracture. The longer you leave the 
condition, the harder it is to reverse.”  

 WHEN? The most important age to get 
your bone density checked is over 50, says 
Moyes, as osteoporosis is most common 
in postmenopausal women who are at-risk 
of breaking bones – particularly the hip, 
spine and wrist – without a significant fall 
or force.

 HOW OFTEN? “With regards to the 
frequency of tests, I would recommend 
every two years,” says Moyes. 

COLON CANCER
 WHY? “Colon cancer is the second most 
commonly diagnosed cancer in Ireland, 
and it is the second most fatal cancer,” 
says Professor Bobby Prasad, a consultant 
physician and gastroenterologist at The 
Lister Hospital (Thelisterhospital.com). “It 
is caused by pre-cancerous growths called 
polyps and it can be prevented if these 
polyps are identified and removed early on.” 

 WHEN? “Bowel cancer becomes more of 
an issue as you get older,” says Professor 
Prasad. “In fact, 80 per cent of bowel 
cancers are identified in patients aged 60 
years or above.” However, if you have a 
close relative that developed bowel cancer, 
you should begin screening earlier, about 
ten years before the age your relative 
was when they were diagnosed. Tell-tale 
signs to look for include: Prolonged or 
unexpected bowel or gastrointestinal 
symptoms, unexpected weight loss, 
bleeding from the rectum or blood in 
your stools, abdominal or rectal pain, or a 
feeling of needing to strain.

 HOW OFTEN? In Ireland, the National 
Screening Service (NSS) has introduced 
BowelScreen for adults aged 60-69 years 
using an at-home stool test every two 
years, called faecal immunochemical test 
(FIT). If the FIT stool test is positive then 
a colonoscopy is recommended. “Certain 
high-risk conditions require frequent 
colonoscopies, sometimes every one to two 
years,” adds Professor Prasad. “If you’ve 
previously had bowel cancer or polyps 
then expect more frequent colonoscopies 
for surveillance, often every three years. 
Most people without other risk factors 
who have had a normal colonoscopy can 
usually space out colonoscopy procedures 
to every ten years until they get to 75 years 
of age.” 
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