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Is cervical cancer screening based on HPV testing 

with cytology triage as safe as perceived ? 

ÅSafety of screening depends on accuracy of the 

test, risk of disease and screening coverage 

ÅScreening coverage (acceptance of invitations) 

depends on perceptions of accuracy and risk 

ÅPreceptions depend on information provided 

by the NHS and the way it is promoted by the 

media (probably including social media) 



Current information about HPV testing 

ÅInformation about ósmear testsô is provided by 

the websites of NHS cancer screening and Joôs 

(cervical cancer) Trust, which provides a link to 

Cancer Research UK cervical cancer mortality 

and incidence statistics and refers to an article by 

Peto et al. (Lancet 2004) óThe cervical cancer 

epidemic that screening has preventedô 

www.jostrust.org.uk/about-cervical-cancer/cervical-

screening-smear-test-and-abnormal-cells 
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Current information about HPV testing 

 

ÅWith all this largely positive information, why 

is the public perception of the effectiveness of 

cytological screening rather negative? At least, 

in the UK? 



Comparison between cytological screening 

and new technology 

ÅEvery new development (automation, liquid-

based cytology, vaccination, HPV testing) is 

promoted as being better than the ósmear testô, 

which is persistently so-called although the UK 

has moved to LBC for most of the last decade 

ÅAccuracy of conventional screening has stood 

up well in all UK trials compared with new 

technology (e.g. HART, TOMBOLA, 

MAVARIC, ARTISTIC)  

 



Comparison between cytological screening 

and new technology 

ÅVaccination is promoted as preventing 75% of 

invasive cervical cancers, which is about the 

same as achieved by cytological screening 

ÅHowever, vaccination will prevent 

precancerous changes as well as cancers and 

will reduce the prevalence of abnormalities - 

which is why primary HPV testing is being 

introduced 



Media information about HPV testing 

ÅRecent proposal to introduce HPV testing after 

successful pilot site programmes has been 

reported by the BBC and newspapers, 

including the Daily Mail, with several rather 

negative messages about cytological screening 

ÅSeveral questions can be raised about 

comments in these reports, and answered by 

examining the statistics available on the Cancer 

Research UK website 
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BBC  

The Daily Mail says ócould 

preventô 
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No mention that specificity of HPV testing is 

so low that cytology and colposcopy triage 

are needed to find any abnormalities to treat 
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Incredibly low? With a false  negative rate of 

around 5-15% 
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BBC  

A brief look at the Cancer Research UK statistics 

available on their website demonstrates how successful 

cytological screening has been during the last 25 years 

and what improvements were and now are needed 
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Daily Mail  

Accuracy is defined by sensitivity and 

specificity of finding the condition itself 

or one can be treated to prevent it 
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No mention that specificity of HPV testing is 

so low that it relies on the same cell experts to 

look down a microscope to see whether any 

abnormalities are present 
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Jade Goody was first 

screened when she was 

under 25 years of age, 

her cytology test (LBC) 

was abnormal, she 

admitted that she did 

not take the advice she 

was given, and 

she had no complaint 

with the NHS Cervical 

Screening Programme 
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