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Introduction 

This information aims to answer your questions about having a Dual energy X - Ray  
Absorptiometry Scan (DXA scan). It explains the benefits and risks as well as what you can  
expect when you come to the hospital. If you have any further questions, please speak to your 
referrer or the Radiographer or Assistant Practitioner performing your scan. 
 
 
What is a DXA scan?  
 
A DXA scan, also called a bone density scan, is a quick and painless procedure that measures 
your bone mineral density (how strong your bones are). The scan is like a standard x-ray, but it 
uses a special type of x-ray technology called ‘dual energy x-ray absorptiometry’, as this is 
more effective in identifying low bone mineral density. If you have a lower bone density than the 
average for your age, you may be more at risk of developing osteoporosis (a health condition 
that can weaken bones and may make them more likely to break). 
 
 
How does a DXA scan work?  
 
The DXA scan machine will x-ray certain parts of your body. Special detectors in the DXA scan 
machine will measure how much x-ray radiation passes through your bones. From this, we can 
calculate the density of your bones (how strong your bones are). Your bone density     
measurements will then be compared with the bone density of a young, healthy adult and an 
adult of your own age, gender and ethnicity.  
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What to expect 

Why have I been referred for this scan?  
 
You have been referred for a DXA scan because your doctor thinks you may be at risk of  
breaking bones. The results from your DXA scan will help the doctor who referred you for this 
scan to decide whether you need treatment to help strengthen your bones, and if you do, what 
type of treatment will work best for you.  
 
 
How should I prepare for the scan? 
 
Clothing - You should wear loose, comfortable clothing to your appointment. Please avoid  
wearing clothing that has metal in / on it, such as an underwired bra with hook and eyes, heavily 
studded jeans and items of clothing which may have any form of beading or  
embellishments on, as these can interfere with the scan. 
 
Please leave all jewellery and valuables at home as you may be asked to remove these for your 
examination.   
 
 
If you have had other tests in the last 2 weeks 
 
Please contact us before your appointment if you have had any of the following investigations 
as we may need to rearrange your scan for a later date: 
 
• Nuclear Medicine Scan  
• CT Scan with dye  
• Barium X– Ray  
• Silogram 
• ERCP ( performed in Gastroenterology Unit)  
 
 
Before your appointment  
 
Please contact the department if you have had a DXA scan within the last two years as you may 
not need another or we may need to plan your scan for a date in the future.   
 
If you are a wheelchair user, please contact us before your appointment if you think you will 
need a hoist to help you get up onto the scanning table (approximately 0.7m tall) from your 
wheelchair. We will need to check that a hoist is available on the day of your appointment.  
 
 
Pregnancy 

If you are, or think you could be pregnant, please contact us prior to your appointment on the 

phone number in your appointment letter. 
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What to expect 

What will happen before the scan? 
 
Before the scan, we will check some details with you. We may also ask you: 
 
• Some questions about your medical history. 
• To fill out the DXA scan pre-appointment questionnaire. 
• To measure your height and weight. 
• To remove items of clothing if they contain any metal that may interfere with the scan  
 (we will provide you with a hospital gown to change into, if necessary). 
 
The scan will be performed by a Radiographer or an Assistant Practitioner (both health  
professionals that produce images used to diagnose and treat illnesses).  
 
 
What will happen during the scan?  
 
We will ask you to lie on your back on a scanning table. We will also give you a pillow to place 
under your head. The DXA scan machine has an arm that hangs over the scanning table, so 
you will not go through a tunnel or be enclosed in a small space at any time. We will ask you to 
keep still when the scanning arm moves along the areas being scanned (usually your spine and 
hips). Each scan will take a couple of minutes. The Radiographer or Assistant Practitioner will 
remain in the room with you during your scan. Please allow approximately 20 minutes in total 
for your appointment 
 
 
What will happen after the scan?  
 
After the scan, you will be able to return to your normal daily activities straightaway.  
 
 
Are there any potential risks or complications?  
 
DXA scans are very safe with no real risk of complications. This is because the amount of  
radiation used in DXA scans is very low (equivalent to a few hours of natural background  
radiation). Despite being very safe, DXA scans and x-rays are not recommended for pregnant 
individuals, as x-rays can damage an unborn child.  
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Telephone:  

0151 426 1600 

St Helens Hospital 
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Telephone:  
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Finally  
 
The pictures taken during the examination are studied carefully and a detailed report is  
produced. The results will be sent to the person who referred you for the test. They will discuss 
the results with you and any treatment you may need. 
 
You may already have an appointment with the team who referred you. If not, please contact 
them to arrange one to discuss the results of this test.  
 
If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to call the Radiology Department via 
the number given on your appointment letter. 

Ormskirk Hospital 
Wigan Road 

Ormskirk,  
L39 2AZ 

Telephone:  
01695 577111 

Southport Hospital 
Town Lane, 

Kew,   
Southport,  

Merseyside,  
PR8 6PNT 
Telephone:  

01704547471 

As this is a teaching hospital there may be students and observers present during your  
examination as part of their ongoing training. Please let the staff know if you do not wish any  
students to be present during your attendance.  


