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illions of women are missing their chance to attend
a cervical screening, potentially putting their health
at risk. Today, attendance at smear tests is at a
21-year low in England. Experts believe that women
may be dying unnecessarily: a staggering 70 per cent of cervical
cancer deaths are prevented by early screening. This figure could
be 83 per cent if all eligible women attended.
The WI has stepped up to do something about this. Our new
campaign 5 Minutes that Matter aims to raise awareness of the
importance of cervical screening and calls for action that will
make the test more accessible. Further information can found in
the campaign action pack: thewi.org.uk/s/5minutesthatmatter
Why are screening rates falling? Some women think the
process will be embarrassing; others are simply scared. But

regular screenings allow abnormalities and changes to be spotted
early and treated if necessary. Abnormal cell changes in the cervix
are caused by Human Papilloma Virus (HPV). There are more
than 100 varieties of HPV, 40-plus of which are passed through
sexual contact and can affect your genitals, mouth, or throat.
When are you called for a screening? In England and Wales,
women aged 25 to 49 are invited for a screening every three
years. Those aged 50 to 64 receive invitations every five years,
while women aged 65 or older are only invited for cervical
screening if one of their last three tests was abnormal.
According to the NHS in January 2018, 3,200 women are being
diagnosed with cervical cancer every year in the UK. Diagnosing
these women would be much more difficult without
the aid of cervical screening. In spite of this, statistics have
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shown that one in four women
does not attend her cervical
screening, with the proportion
increasing to one in three among
those aged 25 to 29, and to one
in two in some more deprived
regions of the UK.
What hope is there for the
future? The NHS is planning to
pilot a self-sampling process
which will aid in early diagnosis
of changes or abnormalities.
It would also overcome issues
such as embarrassment
or difficulties getting
appointments. This home-sampling scheme is expected to begin
in London later this year.
What can the WI do? Members are encouraged to attend their
own screening first and foremost. They can also raise awareness
of the importance of a test and address the barriers that seem
to be affecting lack of attendance.
If you're one of the missing millions, there's a good chance that
one of the many myths around cervical screening has put you off
going for a test yourself.
Here, we separate some facts from fiction, and give you the truth.

If you’ve had the same sexual
partner for a while or you’re
not currently sexually active
you’re not at risk.
Even if you have had the same
sexual partner for decades,
you’re still at risk of cervical
cancer as HPV can stay in your
body for many years. So cervical
screening is therefore still vital.
It’s frightening because an
abnormal result means you
have cancer.
According to cervical cancer
charity, Jo’s Trust, less than 1 per cent of women with an abnormal
screening result will have cervical cancer. The test checks for
abnormal cell changes caused by HPV, and if these abnormal
cells are left untreated, cancer could develop. It’s an early warning
system that could save your life.
I’ve had the HPV vaccine, so I’m immune: no need for a test.
Not so fast. Even if you’ve had the HPV vaccine, you’re not
protected against all types of HPV so you’re still at risk. Attending
your regular screening helps reduce this risk.

Only young women get cervical cancer, don’t they?
Not true. It mainly affects sexually active women aged between
30 and 45, but it can affect women of all ages. Those aged
65 or older are not called for tests, unless one of their last three
tests was abnormal. This is because it is very unlikely that they
will get cervical cancer, and the benefits of cervical screening
reduce as we get older.
However, if you have never been for cervical screening and are
aged 65 or older you are entitled to a test and, regardless of age,
anyone who is worried about symptoms of cervical cancer should
always talk to their GP.

You have to attend your screening alone.
The NHS wants you to feel relaxed, so you can take along
a trusted friend or guardian, for instance, if you feel nervous or
uncomfortable – and they can stay in the examination room with
you throughout the procedure.

Screening is painful… and embarrassing.
Cervical screenings can be uncomfortable for a minute or two,
or a cause for anxiety or embarrassment for some women, but
it shouldn’t be painful. If you do feel any pain during your test,
tell your doctor or nurse.
There are lots of ways to make cervical screening more
comfortable. The NHS recommends asking the nurse to use
a smaller speculum. You can also bring something to listen to
or read, for example, and wear comfortable clothing like a skirt
or a dress which you can keep on during the test to feel more
covered. You can also request a female nurse if preferred.

If you’re not having sex with a man, you don’t need to attend.
Regardless of your sexual orientation, you’re at risk if you have
had any sexual contact, because that’s how HPV is passed
from person to person.

If you’re going through menopause you don’t have to attend.
Women who are going through perimenopause or menopause
should still attend their screenings. Let the nurse know, too: as we
get older, the opening of the vagina and vaginal walls becomes
smaller and less able to stretch, which can make the test slightly
more uncomfortable. You can ask your nurse to prescribe you
a vaginal oestrogen cream or pessary, which may help.
For more tips, visit jostrust.org.uk/smeartest
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After you’ve had a hysterectomy, what’s the point in a test?
If you have had a total hysterectomy, which removes the cervix
and womb, then no screening is required as there are no cervical
cells to test. But if you have had only a partial hysterectomy
screening is still recommended.

If you’ve had gender re-assignment surgery, you’re not eligible
to attend.
Anyone with a cervix, regardless of sexual orientation or gender,
is eligible for a test, and if you are registered with your GP as
female you will be invited to screenings.
It’s worrying to wait for weeks and get an abnormal result.
Jo’s Trust says: ‘Getting your results early or later does not affect
what the result is, so try not to worry.' National policy states
that all women should receive their cervical screening test result
within two weeks of the sample being taken. But in reality it can
sometimes take longer. Statistics published by NHS Digital show
that in 2018-19, 48.4 per cent of letters were received within two
weeks. If you are concerned, speak with your GP or call the
Jo’s Trust Helpline on 0808 802 8000.

