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Voorwoord 
Baarmoederhalskanker is uniek in die zin dat het enkel voorkomt bij vrouwen die 
geïnfecteerd zijn met bepaalde types van het Humaan Papilloma Virus (HPV). Bij de 
meeste vrouwen verdwijnt de infectie spontaan. In zeldzame gevallen ontstaan 
kwaadaardige veranderingen. Die worden klassiek met een uitstrijkje nog in een vroeg 
stadium gedetecteerd en kunnen zo tijdig verwijderd worden. 

Het jaarlijkse uitstrijkje ter preventie van baarmoederhalskanker is sterk ingeburgerd bij 
veel vrouwen. Wat zeggen de wetenschappelijke studies en de richtlijnen van huisartsen 
en gynaecologen over het nut van dit jaarlijks onderzoek? 

Sinds enkele jaren is er een nieuwe �‘speler�’ op de markt: het opsporen van de 
aanwezigheid van HPV met een moleculair biologische test. Uit de vele contacten met 
experten die we in deze studie hadden, blijkt dat de HPV test in sommige laboratoria al 
systematisch wordt uitgevoerd samen met elk uitstrijkje en dat de factuur �– met 
wisselend bedrag �– gewoonweg wordt doorgestuurd aan de vrouw, want niet 
terugbetaald. Wat er momenteel geweten is over het nut van deze test en of ze het 
klassieke uitstrijkje kan vervangen, dat kan u in dit rapport lezen. De mogelijke 
psychologische consequenties bij de vrouw en haar partner van het systematisch 
uitvoeren van de HPV test worden ook besproken want niet onbelangrijk. Wat immers 
als de HPV test positief is en bij het uitstrijkje geen belangrijke afwijkingen worden 
vastgesteld ? En dient een vrouw op voorhand ingelicht over de betekenis van een 
positieve HPV test ? 

Een andere Belgische vaststelling was het feit dat er een grote variabiliteit is in het 
gebruik bij vrouwen van nog een ander onderzoek: de zogenaamde colposcopie of het 
visueel bestuderen van de baarmoederhals. Zijn er wetenschappelijke bewijzen om dit 
onderzoek voor screeningsdoeleinden te gebruiken ? 

Ten slotte, bij meer dan 40% van de vrouwelijke bevolking tussen de 25 en 64 jaar 
wordt zelden of nooit een uitstrijkje afgenomen. Het bereiken van deze bevolkingsgroep 
vormt een uitdaging voor de preventieve gezondheidszorg. Slagen kan mits een goede 
organisatie. Het succes hiervan is in het buitenland reeds aangetoond, maar tot nu is die 
stap hier niet gezet. 

Beleidsmatig dus ruimte voor verbetering. Dit HTA rapport heeft de ambitie om 
beleidsmakers te kunnen helpen bij de organisatie van een hoog-kwalitatieve en breed-
toegankelijke cervixkankerscreening en doet een aantal suggesties voor een meer 
doelmatig gebruik van de middelen. 

Een speciaal woord van dank gaat naar de diverse gynaecologen, huisartsen, pathologen 
en experten van de gemeenschappen voor hun bijzonder valabele wetenschappelijke 
input. De enquêtes die de Belgische Vereniging voor Klinische Cytologie en de Vlaamse 
Vereniging voor Obstetrie en Gynaecologie uitvoerden verdienen ook onze 
welgemeende appreciatie. Die terreinkennis bleek zeer nuttig in de boeiende discussies 
rond cervixkankerscreening tijdens de totstandkoming van dit HTA. 
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Samenvatting van het Rapport 

INTRODUCTIE 
Dit KCE Health Technology Assessment rapport kwam tot stand in samenwerking met 
het Wetenschappelijk Instituut voor Volksgezondheid, Brussel. Doel van het project 
was het documenteren van de doeltreffendheid van baarmoederhalskankerscreening en 
meer bepaald de rol van het testen voor Humaan Papilloma Virus (HPV). We 
beschouwen als screening test zowel de conventionele als de liquid based cytologie, die 
toelaat op hetzelfde staal ook op HPV te testen. We beschrijven 
baarmoederhalskankerscreening in het buitenland en in België. De performantie van 
bestaande screening programma�’s hebben we echter niet expliciet vergeleken. Een 
overzicht wordt gegeven van de mogelijke patiëntgebonden problemen, inclusief de 
verwachtingen en attitude van de vrouwen ten opzichte van HPV testen. Voor de 
indicaties waarin de HPV test klinisch nuttig is, hebben we het benodigde budget 
ingeschat, en aanbevelingen geformuleerd voor de beleidsmakers. Dit rapport omvat 
geen kosten-effectiviteitsstudie noch een literatuuroverzicht daarover. 

Een infectie van de cervix met een of meer hoog-risico HPV types is een noodzakelijke 
maar onvoldoende voorwaarde voor de latere ontwikkeling van baarmoederhalskanker. 
In de loop van hun seksueel actief leven maken de meeste vrouwen (en mannen) een 
asymptomatische infectie met hoog-risico HPV types door en meestal wordt deze 
infectie ondetecteerbaar zonder interventie. Nochtans zal een klein deel van deze 
infecties leiden tot cervicale intra-epitheliale neoplasie (CIN), dat zonder behandeling 
kan evolueren tot een invasieve vorm van kanker. Het doel van 
baarmoederhalskankerscreening is deze evoluerende CIN letsels op te sporen. Door 
deze letsels te behandelen probeert men de progressie naar invasieve kanker te 
voorkomen.  

Het success van screening is vooral afhankelijk van de deelname van de doelgroep, de 
kwaliteit van de screening test, en de doeltreffendheid van de behandeling van de 
gedetecteerde letsels. 

De huidige deelnamegraad voor baarmoederhalskankerscreening in België is slechts 59% 
bij de doelgroep van vrouwen 25 tot 64 jaar. Externe kwaliteitsborging voor de huidige 
screening testen dient nog te worden geïmplementeerd. We refereren naar het KCE 
rapport Moleculaire Diagnostiek voor aanbevelingen om de kwaliteit van moleculaire 
testen te garanderen, inclusief HPV testen. Het moge duidelijk zijn dat naast de gepaste 
introductie van HPV testen, een veel grotere vooruitgang in volksgezondheid kan 
verwacht worden van een grotere deelname van de doelgroep en een verbetering van 
de kwaliteit van verschillende stappen in het screeningsproces. Preventieve HPV 
vaccinatie wordt in dit document niet behandeld gezien er een apart KCE project 
hierover start. De uitkomst van de lopende gerandomiseerde trials rond primaire 
screening met HPV, de introductie van HPV vaccinatie en evoluties in de methodes 
voor het testen op HPV en de cellulaire gevolgen kunnen in de toekomst een invloed 
hebben op het screenen voor baarmoederhalskanker en kunnen een update van dit 
document noodzakelijk maken.  

KLINISCHE DOELTREFFENDHEID 

Het conventioneel Pap uitstrijkje 

Na het definiëren van de doelgroep, omvat cytologische screening traditioneel 3 
stappen: het detecteren van cytologische afwijkingen in het Pap uitstrijkje (kleuring 
volgens Papanicolaou), histologische bevestiging via biopsie genomen onder colposcopie, 
en behandeling van het letsel dat anders zou kunnen evolueren tot invasieve kanker. De 
term �“CIN�” wordt gebruikt voor histologisch geconfirmeerde in situ letsels. CIN1, 
CIN2 and CIN3 betreffen een toenemende graad van ernst van dysplasie. Cytologie 
wordt beschreven volgens het Bethesda rapporteringssysteem. De term LSIL+ slaat op 
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laaggradige squameuse intra-epitheliale letsels of erger, terwijl HSIL+ gebruikt wordt 
voor hooggradige  intra-epitheliale letsels of erger. 

De accuraatheid van LSIL+ bij een conventioneel Pap uitstrijkje als test voor CIN2+ is 
niet precies gekend. De gevoeligheid bedraagt 52% en 77%, en de specificiteit 96% en 
92% voor studies met volledige verificatie versus alle studies. Goed georganiseerde 
screening elke 3 tot 5 jaar bij vrouwen van 30 tot 60 jaar met het conventioneel Pap 
uitstrijkje reduceert de incidentie van baarmoederhalskanker met 80% of meer. Een 
reductie in mortaliteit na conventionele cytologische screening is nooit aangetoond via 
gerandomizeerde studies maar de evidentie voor doeltreffendheid wordt vandaag 
algemeen aangenomen en is gebaseerd op observationele studies (cohort en case-
control). Een daling van de incidentie kan enkel bekomen worden mits een goede 
organisatie, met kwaliteitsborging op alle niveaus. 

Liquid Based Cytologie (LBC) 

LBC en het conventioneel Pap uitstrijkje zijn ongeveer even accuraat als test voor de 
detectie van CIN2+. Men kan argumenteren dat LBC benadeeld werd bij de split-sample 
studies, maar een superieure accuraatheid van LBC is nog niet aangetoond met een 
gerandomiseerde trial. LBC is makkelijker om uit te voeren, levert minder uitstrijkjes 
van onvoldoende kwaliteit, neemt minder tijd voor interpretatie en een HPV test kan 
uitgevoerd worden op hetzelfde staal. De performantie is enkel goed gedocumenteerd 
voor de FDA goedgekeurde SurePath en ThinPrep systemen. 

Geautomatiseerde Systemen 

Voor conventionele uitstrijkjes werd een gelijkaardige accuraatheid gevonden als voor 
lezing zonder computer ondersteuning, maar geautomatiseerde systemen laten een 
hoger werkvolume toe. Systemen voor computer-geassisteerde lezing van LBC zijn nog 
onder evaluatie. 

Colposcopie 

Colposcopie is niet aanbevolen als screeningsmethode gezien de lage specificiteit. Het is 
een diagnostisch middel in geval van abnormale cytologie. 

HPV testen  

Het aantonen van een causaal verband tussen persisterende infectie van de genitale 
tractus met hoog-risico HPV types en het verschijnen van baarmoederhalskanker 
resulteerde in de ontwikkeling van een reeks testen voor HPV DNA of RNA. Het 
resultaat van een gevalideerde HPV test is objectief (ja of neen antwoord) en vertoont 
niet de variabiliteit tussen laboratoria of testaflezers van de cervicale cytologie. 

Vandaag bestaat heel wat longitudinale evidentie gebaseerd op cohort studies voor een 
predictieve waarde op lange termijn van HPV testen op het later verschijnen van 
hooggradige CIN. Geen van deze longitudinale studies vergeleek verschillende HPV 
testen om te zien welke HPV test de beste kenmerken bezat voor het voorspellen van 
baarmoederhalskanker. Men kan besluiten dat zowel de PCR systemen gebaseerd op 
gemeenschappelijke primers alsook het FDA goedgekeurde Hybrid Capture II (HC2) 
systeem een prognostische waarde hebben. 

HPV testen kunnen beschouwd worden in verschillende indicaties en settings: 

Triage van atypische squameuse cellen met een niet gespecifieerde betekenis 
(atypical squamous cells of undetermined significance, ASC-US)  

Testen voor hoogrisico HPV types is geïndiceerd. Het spreekt voor zich dat enkel een 
gevalideerde HPV test kan gebruikt worden voor klinische doeleinden. De HC2 HPV 
test heeft een hogere gevoeligheid en eenzelfde specificiteit als de herhalingscytologie. 
Het herhalen van de cytologie is nog een aanvaardbare optie indien compliance kan 
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verzekerd worden met de follow-up aanbevelingen of als HPV testen niet beschikbaar 
zijn. Colposcopie is a derde optie. 

Triage van laaggradige squameuse intraepitheliale letsels (low grade squamous 
intraepithelial lesions, LSIL) 

Reflex HPV triage, gebruik makende van een niet-specifieke HPV-test is in het algemeen 
geen nuttige management optie in geval van LSIL: HPV test zal meestal positief zijn. 
Nochtans is het mogelijk dat reflex HPV testen kosten-effectief kan zijn bij oudere 
vrouwen met LSIL, gezien ze een duidelijk lagere prevalentie van HPV infectie hebben. 
Er bestaan echter onvoldoende studie gegevens gestratifieerd per leeftijdsgroep. Verder 
onderzoek is nodig naar een goede triage test voor vrouwen met LSIL.  

Follow-up van behandeling van hooggradige cervicale intraepitheliale neoplasie. 

HPV testen zijn gevoeliger dan cytologie om residuele of terugkerende CIN letsels te 
detecteren. De follow-up behandeling kan minder intens zijn indien zowel HPV als 
cytologie negatief zijn na 6 maand. Er bestaat weinig evidentie om het meest gepaste 
follow-up regime te helpen kiezen.  

Primaire screening 

De gevoeligheid en specificiteit van HC2 voor CIN2+ in zes studies uitgevoerd in 
Europe en Noord-Amerika bedroeg 97,9% (95% CI: 95,9-99.9%) en 91.3% (95%: 89.5-
93,1%). De gevoeligheid en specificiteit van de combinatie van HC2 en cytologie met 
ASC-US als cut-off voor positiviteit, voor het detecteren van CIN2+, gebaseerd op de 6 
Noord-Amerikaanse en Europese studies, was 99,2% (95% CI: 97,4-100%) en 87,3% 
(84,2-90,4%) respectivelijk.  Overall had 14,5% (95% CI: 11,0-18,1%) van de gescreende 
vrouwen een positief resultaat voor minstens een test. De specificiteit van HPV 
screening is hoger indien deze screening beperkt wordt tot vrouwen ouder dan 30-35 
jaar. Voor PCR laat het gebruik van verschillende primers en detectiesystemen voor 
geamplicifeerde sequenties niet toe de conclusies uit studies te veralgemenen. 

Verder onderzoek is nodig om de longitudinale performantie indicatoren beter te 
kennen. Lopende gerandomiseerde studies vergelijken HPV screening versus 
gecombineerde HPV en cytologie screening versus cytologie-gebaseerde screening. 
Longitudinale data zullen gepubliceerd worden in 2006-2008. Gebaseerd op de 
resultaten van deze grote trials is het mogelijk dat de richtlijnen voor 
baarmoederhalskankerscreening herzien moeten worden. 

INTERNATIONALE SITUATIE 
In de meeste Europese landen startte screening voor baarmoederhalskanker als een 
opportunistische activiteit, op initiatief van de vrouw of de arts. Deze opportunistische 
screening activiteit overheerst nog steeds in Europa. Baarmoederhalskankerscreening 
werd dikwijls aangeboden bij een bezoek voor anticonceptie, zodat vooral jongere 
vrouwen gescreend werden en niet de oudere vrouwen. 

Degelijk georganiseerde screening programma�’s hebben een grotere impact dan 
opportunistische screening omdat ze potentieel een grotere participatiegraad kunnen 
bereiken en zo de toegankelijkheid verhogen voor alle lagen van de bevolking en de 
kans verhogen dat vrouwen met een verhoogd risico deelnemen. Bovendien 
vergemakkelijkt georganiseerde screening de implementatie en de monitoring van 
kwaliteitsborging.  

We onderzochten de trends over de tijd van cervix kanker incidentie en mortaliteit in 
Denemarken, Finland, IJsland, Noorwegen en Zweden sinds het begin van de jaren 50 in 
relatie tot de verspreiding en intensiteit van georganiseerde screening programma�’s in 
die landen. Een duidelijk parallellisme werd gevonden tussen de deelnamegraad van de 
bevolking verkregen met georganiseerde screening en de daling in incidentie en 
mortaliteit door invasieve baarmoederhalskanker. In Noorwegen werd een substantiële 
toename in deelname gezien na de start van een georganiseerd programma in 1995, 
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vooral in de leeftijdsgroep 50-69 jaar. De incidentie van invasieve kanker daalde met 
22%. 

In het Verenigd Koninkrijk werd een nationaal call en recall systeem opgezet in 1988. 
De impact van dit screening programma werd onderzocht met trend analyses van 
incidentie en ziekte-specifieke mortaliteit en gerelateerd aan de screening 
deelnamegraad en andere indicatoren. De deelname van de doelgroep van het 
screeningsprogramma steeg van 42% in 1988 tot 85% in 1994, een niveau dat nadien 
werd behouden. De deelname steeg in alle leeftijdsgroepen, maar vooral bij vrouwen 55 
tot 64 jaar oud. Het screening programma resulteerde in een 35% daling in incidentie 
van invasieve cervixkanker. 

In conclusie, degelijk georganiseerde screening lijkt meer doeltreffend dan de 
opportunistische activiteit en zou kunnen leiden tot een meer gepast gebruik van de 
beschikbare middelen. Ten einde de positieve impact te maximaliseren en de potentiële 
schadelijke gebeurtenissen (adverse effects) te minimaliseren, wordt aanbevolen 
screening aan te bieden in een georganiseerde setting (Commissie van de Europese 
Gemeenschap, 2003/0093; de Raad van de Europese Unie, 2003/87/EC).  

Het opzetten van een screening register is van groot belang om de objectieven van het 
programma te realiseren. Het dient informatie te bevatten over deelname aan 
screening, de screen test resultaten, het management van screen-positieve vrouwen 
(compliance en resultaten) en het dient gelinkt aan het kankerregister en het 
bevolkingsregister. 

BELGISCHE SITUATIE 
In België wordt invasieve baarmoederhalskanker elk jaar bij ongeveer 700 vrouwen 
gediagnosticeerd. Ongeveer een derde van deze vrouwen zullen overlijden aan cervix 
kanker. Preventieve gezondheidszorg in België is toevertrouwd aan de 
Gemeenschappen, terwijl de medische activiteiten vergoed worden door de nationale 
ziekteverzekering. Cervix kanker screening in België is vooral opportunistisch. 
Georganiseerde initiatieven voor baarmoederhalskanker screening bestaan in 4 van de 5 
Vlaamse provincies, gebruik makend van aparte registers. Pogingen om te komen tot 
een centraal kanker register hebben tot nu gefaald. Er bestaat geen systeem van externe 
kwaliteitsbewaking voor de analyse van de uitstrijkjes. De 3 jaars dekkingsgraad voor 
Pap screening bij vrouwen van 25 tot 64 jaar bedraagt slechts 59%, dit terwijl veel van 
de gescreende vrouwen overscreend worden met een jaarlijks uitstrijkje. 

De meeste Pap testen worden afgenomen door gynaecologen, ongeveer 10% door 
huisartsen. In de context van dit project werd door het VVOG (Vlaamse gynaecologen) 
en het BSCC (Belgische cytologische laboratoria) een bevraging uitgevoerd onder hun 
leden rond de praktijk in 2006. De meeste laboratoria voor cyto-pathologie gebruiken 
nu routinematig LBC (vooral SurePath en ThinPrep systemen) en vragen regelmatig 
HPV testen aan Deze HPV testen worden vaak uitbesteed naar andere laboratoria voor 
cyto-pathologie of microbiologie/klinische biologie. De HPV test methodes zijn vooral 
HC2 en PCR. De gebruikte indicaties voor HPV testen omvatten ASC-US triage maar 
variëren sterk per laboratorium. Het volume aan HPV testen bedraagt <1% tot 7,5% van 
het volume aan uitstrijkjes. Meer dan een kwart van de gynaecologen vermeld 
bovendien het routinematig gebruik van primaire HPV screening in parallel met de 
cytologie door sommige cyto-pathologie laboratoria. De laboratoria rapporteren een 
maximum tijd tot afleveren van het testresultaat voor HPV van 21 dagen mediaan 
(varieert van 8 tot 90 dagen). In sommige laboratoria kan het HPV resultaat het cyto-
pathologie resultaat veranderen in het eerste of tweede pathologie rapport. Bijna alle 
laboratoria rapporteren via de Bethesda terminologie. 

Ongeveer twee derden van de gynaecologen informeren de patiënt vooraf van een 
mogelijke HPV test. Meer dan 90% communiceert niet expliciet negatieve resulaten 
voor cytologie en HPV (�‘geen nieuws is goed nieuws�’). De meeste gynaecologen 
communiceren een positief HPV resultaat. Dit zal meestal leiden tot een verhoging van 
het aantal consultaties. In België worden de kosten voor HPV testen niet meer gedekt 
door de ziekteverzekering na het stopzetten van de financiering van de centra voor 
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moleculaire diagnostiek (na uitspraak Raad Van State begin 2005). Ongeveer de helft van 
de gynaecologen rapporteert dat de patiënt 15 tot 50 euro per HPV test gefactureerd 
wordt. Een groot deel van de cyto-pathologie laboratoria voert de HPV testen op eigen 
kosten uit. 

Budgetaire impact 

Het jaarlijkse budget van de ziekteverzekering in België dat gebruikt wordt voor 
activiteiten die direct gelinkt zijn met baarmoederhalskanker screening loopt op tot 65 
miljoen euro. Het budget voor 2005 kan als volgt terug worden samengesteld. 

 
Activiteit Eenheidskost 

RIZIV/INAMI (in euro) 
Aantal gevallen per 

jaar (2005) 
RIZIV/INAMI kost 
(in miljoen euro) 

Consultatie   20,44 1 303 014 26,63 
Afname uitstrijkje     4,38 1 303 014   5,71 
Colposcopie   10,88    402 218   4,38 
Biopsie afname     6,53      19 507   0,13 
Pap uitstrijkje (pathologie)   19,57 1 303 014 25,50 
Biopsie (pathologie) 119,47      19 507   2,33 
Totaal   64,68 

Het bovenstaande budget werd niet gecorrigeerd voor een ongekend aantal consultaties 
dat plaatsvond voor een primaire reden verschillend van cervix kanker screening. 
Anderzijds zijn de kosten voor de jaarlijks 7000 conisaties en de daaraan gekoppelde 
consultaties niet opgenomen in het budget. Er bestaan geen harde cijfers maar experten 
schatten het aantal gevallen van invasieve baarmoederhalskanker dat elk jaar in België 
vermeden wordt door screening op 1400. Per geval van vermeden invasieve kanker 
betekent dit dus 5 (!) conisaties. Gebaseerd op historische data uit de Verenigde Staten, 
schat men dat 1140 vrouwen regelmatig dienen gescreend over 10 jaar om 1 overlijden 
aan baarmoederhalskanker te vermijden. 

De 1,3 miljoen Pap testen per jaar is veel meer dan de 700 000 testen nodig voor een 
3-jaarlijkse screening bij de 59% van de doelgroep die deelneemt aan screening. 
Ongeveer 400 000 Pap testen gebeuren bovenop de drie-jaarlijkse screening (vooral 
een jaarlijks uitstrijkje) en daarenboven worden nog een 200 000 Pap testen afgenomen 
bij vrouwen buiten de leeftijdsgroep van 25 tot 64 jaar. Aangenomen dat ASC-US/LSIL 
resultaten voorkomen in 3% van de 700 000 nodige Pap uitstrijkjes, zijn er jaarlijks tot 
21 000 HPV testen nodig voor ASC-US triage (aantal omvat in feite ook gevallen van 
LSIL). In de veronderstelling dat twee tot drie HPV testen nodig zijn bij de opvolging van 
de 7000 conisaties die elk jaar plaatsvinden (enkel expert-gebaseerd), rekenen we 
bijkomend 14 000 - 21 000 HPV testen. De overall inschatting van het aantal HPV 
testen bedraagt dus 35 000 - 42 000 testen voor gepast gebruik. Bij een eenheidskost 
van 30 euro per HPV test bedraagt het nodige ziekteverzekeringsbudget 1,05 �– 1,26 
miljoen euro. Het spreekt voor zich dat een groter budget en aantal nodige Pap 
uitstrijkjes en HPV testen dient verrekend bij een hogere deelname van de doelgroep. 

DE PATIËNT 
De bepalende factoren voor deelname aan screening voor baarmoederhalskanker 
bestaan uit socio-demografische factoren (leeftijd, etniciteit, huwelijksstatus en leven op 
het platteland), socio-economische factoren (inkomen en onderwijsniveau) alsook 
kenmerken van de gezondheidswerkers en de organisatie van de gezondheidszorg. 

De kennis over HPV bij de vrouw is over het algemeen laag. Vrouwen vragen naar meer 
informatie over HPV. De bestaande informatie wordt als niet adequaat aangegeven. Een 
positieve HPV test kan psychologische problemen veroorzaken zoals verdriet, seksuele 
problemen, zorgen over transmissie, een negatieve impact op het zelfbeeld en gevoelens 
van stigma. 

Patiënten dienen vooraf te worden geïnformeerd om een weloverwogen toestemming 
te kunnen geven. (Geschreven) toestemming voor een HPV test is nochtans niet 
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noodzakelijk gezien de test kan beschouwd worden deel uit te maken van het ganse 
screening proces waarvoor de patiënt toestemming heeft verleend. In geval van een 
HPV positief resultaat dient de patiënt nochtans te worden geïnformeerd over en 
toestemming te geven voor de follow-up procedure. Het gebruik van hulpmiddelen om 
pre-test informatie te verschaffen dient aangemoedigd, zoals bijvoorbeeld brochures 
over baarmoederhalskanker screening en HPV (aparte brochures kunnen voorzien 
worden voor mogelijke follow-up interventies) of een centrale website. De impact op 
screening participatie van interventies rond geinformeerd beslissen is beperkt. 

CONCLUSIES EN BELEIDSAANBEVELINGEN 
Het conventioneel Pap uitstrijkje of een gevalideerd LBC systeem blijven de hoeksteen 
voor baarmoederhalskankerscreening. Gevalideerde HPV testen zijn momenteel enkel 
aangewezen voor ASC-US triage bij vrouwen van 25 tot 64 jaar en bij de follow-up van 
neoplasie behandeling. HPV en cytologie bevindingen (gebruik makend van de Bethesda 
standaard) dienen apart te worden vermeld, maar tesamen geïnterpreteerd in een enkel 
cyto-pathologie rapport.  

De kennis over HPV bij de vrouw is over het algemeen laag. Een positieve HPV test kan 
onnodige ongerustheid en onzekerheid veroorzaken bij de vrouw en haar partner. Niet-
selectief testen voor HPV dient daarom in vraag te worden gesteld in afwachting van de 
resultaten van de lopende studies. Het aanbieden van pre-test informatie met 
bijvoorbeeld brochures over baarmoederhalskanker screening en HPV dient te worden 
aangemoedigd. 

In België is baarmoederhalskanker screening vooral opportunistisch en niet goed 
georganiseerd. De deelname van vrouwen van 25 tot 64 jaar aan Pap screening (hadden 
minimaal een uitstrijkje in de voorbije 3 jaar) bedraagt slechts 59%, terwijl veel van deze 
vrouwen te frequent gescreend worden (jaarlijks uitstrijkje). In het Verenigd Koninkrijk 
en de Scandinavische landen waar georganiseerde screening werd geïmplementeerd 
bereikte men een deelname van 80% en meer. Het is duidelijk dat naast een gepaste 
introductie van HPV testen een veel grotere verbetering op het vlak van 
volksgezondheid kan verwacht worden van een toegenomen screening participatiegraad 
binnen de doelgroep en een kwaliteitsverbetering van meerdere stappen in het 
screening proces.  

Er bestaat een consensus op Europees niveau dat screening activiteiten best uitgevoerd 
worden in een georganiseerde setting. De organisatie dient de Europese richtlijnen voor 
kwaliteitsborging bij cervixkankerscreening te volgen. Een screening programma dient 
zo ontworpen dat evaluaties mogelijk zijn door de bevoegde authoriteiten op 
regelmatige tijdstippen. De implementatie van een omvattend screening test register 
dient de eerste stap te zijn. Het dient de resultaten te bevatten van cytologie en HPV 
testen uitgevoerd in de context van georganiseerde screening of in andere settings, 
alsook (of gelinkt met) geselecteerde pathologie resultaten en specifieke interventies. 
Zulk een register dient te worden geintegreerd met het bevolkingsregister en het 
kankerregister met hanteren van een voor de sociale zekerheid bruikbare 
identificatiecode. Een voorstel van Koninklijk Besluit betreffende de erkenning van 
cytologie en pathologie laboratoria bestaat reeds. Het vereist de deelname van 
pathologie/cytologie laboratoria aan externe programma�’s voor kwaliteitscontrole. 
Compliance met registratie van de screening testen kan gestimuleerd worden door dit 
als voorwaarde van terugbetaling van de laboratorium activiteit door de 
ziekteverzekering op te nemen.  

Meerdere opties bestaan voor het organiseren van screening voor 
baarmoederhalskanker, maar alle opties hangen af van de oprichting van een omvattend 
register. Enkel op die manier kan men de vele vrouwen bereiken die momenteel niet 
gescreend worden. Vrouwen die reeds gescreend zijn worden op die manier niet 
onnodig gecontacteerd. Meerdere opties bestaan voor de beslissing wie de vrouwen 
contacteert en de staalafname doet, zolang een correcte en volledige registratie gebeurt 
met een gepaste toegang die de privacy respecteert. In elk geval zou de huisarts en de 
gynaecoloog op de hoogte moeten gebracht worden van de screening voor 
baarmoederhalskanker. Bij de organisatie van een systematische 
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baarmoederhalskankerscreening dienen volgende punten in overweging te worden 
genomen: 

 Het verderzetten van de huidige situatie waarbij het uitstrijkje 
afgenomen wordt door de gynaecoloog of de huisarts is waarschijnlijk 
de meest pragmatische oplossing voor de vrouwen die nu al bereikt 
worden. Het is onduidelijk of deze organisatievorm de meest kosten-
effectieve aanpak is. Bij het contact arts-vrouw worden echter ook 
andere punten besproken die mogelijks bijdragen tot de algemene 
gezondheidstoestand van de vrouw. 

 Voor de vrouwen die momenteel niet bereikt worden dringt zich een 
andere aanpak op. Een deel van deze vrouwen, vooral uit de lagere 
socio-economische klassen, zullen niet spontaan een arts opzoeken 
voor afname van een uitstrijkje. De organisatie en oproep van de 
vrouwen zou op regionaal, provinciaal of gemeentelijk vlak kunnen 
gebeuren. Een aantal organisatorische opties dienen overwogen zoals 
de inschakeling van een verpleegster voor de afname van het uitstrijkje 
en het ter beschikking stellen van lokale vaste of mobiele ruimtes. De 
meest kosten-effectieve aanpak is ook hier onduidelijk en een 
regelmatige evaluatie is aangewezen. 

Gezien het volume aan testen op jaarbasis aanzienlijk is zouden prijs-volume contracten 
tussen de ziekteverzekering en cyto-pathologie laboratoria overwogen kunnen worden, 
met garanties voor kwaliteitsborging en service. 

Het budget van de ziekteverzekering dat jaarlijks gebruikt wordt voor activiteiten direct 
verbonden met baarmoederhalskankerscreening dient meer efficiënt te worden 
gebruikt. Medische activiteiten die geassocieerd zijn met overscreening dienen niet door 
de ziekteverzekering te worden vergoed.  

Het jaarlijkse ziekteverzekeringsbudget nodig voor HPV testen in de geselecteerde 
indicaties bedraagt ongeveer 1.2 miljoen euro. Financiering dient te worden voorzien 
om een screening registratie informaticasysteem op te zetten en te onderhouden, de 
doelgroep te identificeren en correct te informeren, de screening drempels inclusief 
financiële drempels te verlagen, en zo de 41% van de doelgroep vrouwen te bereiken 
die momenteel niet gescreend worden voor baarmoederhalskanker.  
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Key points 

 Momenteel nemen slechts 59% van de vrouwen tussen 25 en 64 deel aan de 
opportunistische baarmoederhalskankerscreening in België, terwijl dit 
percentage boven de 80% komt in landen waar een degelijk georganiseerde 
screening is geïmplementeerd. Goed georganiseerde screening - in plaats 
van de huidige opportunistische screening - met de noodzakelijke 
kwaliteitsborging, dient te worden geïntroduceerd als beleidsmakers de 
sterfte aan baarmoederhalskanker verder willen reduceren. 

 De introductie van een omvattend en verplicht register is essentieel. 

 HPV testen hebben geen bewezen nut voor primaire screening. Het 
resultaat van de lopende studies dient afgewacht. De vrouw dient duidelijke 
geïnformeerd te worden over de HPV test om mogelijke psychologische 
problemen te vermijden. HPV is wel nuttig en complementair aan cytologie-
gebaseerde screening bij ASC-US triage, geschat op maximum 3% van de 
gescreende gevallen, en bij de follow-up van behandeling voor neoplasie. 

 Het jaarlijkse budget van de ziekteverzekering voor medische activiteiten 
direct gelinkt met baarmoederhalskankerscreening kan efficiënter gebruikt 
worden. Het is niet gepast dat activiteiten geassocieerd met overscreening 
(het jaarlijkse uitstrijkje) verder gefinancieerd worden door de 
ziekteverzekering. 

 De diverse screening activiteiten die bestaan of worden opgestart dienen 
organisatorisch geïntregreerd en gecoördineerd te worden over de 
verschillende programma�’s heen en tussen alle betrokken overheden. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
This KCE HTA project was conducted in collaboration with the Institute of Public 
Health, Brussels. The aim of this project was to document the effectiveness of cervical 
cancer screening and in particular the role of Human Papilloma Virus (HPV) testing. 
Screening tests considered include the conventional and liquid based cytology and in 
particular the HPV test. The cervical cancer screening situation in other countries as 
well as in Belgium is documented. However, performance of existing screening 
programmes was not explicitly compared. Patient issues such as women�’s expectations 
and attitudes concerning the HPV testing are reviewed. For those indications where 
HPV testing is found clinically effective we estimate the budget required, and formulate 
recommendations for the decision makers. No formal cost-effectiveness study or 
literature review was performed. 

Infection of the cervix with one or more high-risk types of HPV is a necessary but 
insufficient condition for the later development of cervical cancer. Most of the women 
(and men) get asymptomatic infection with high-risk HPV types at some point during 
their sexually active life and most HPV infections will become undetectable without 
intervention. However, some infections will lead to cervical intra-epithelial neoplasia 
(CIN), which if left untreated may progress to invasive cancer. The aim of cervical 
cancer screening is to detect progressive CIN and, by its treatment, prevent 
progression to invasive cancer. The success of screening depends essentially on the 
participation of the target population, the quality of the screening test, and the efficacy 
of treatment of screen-detected lesions.  

The current screening coverage in Belgium is only 59% in women 25 to 64 years old. 
External quality assurance of the current testing has yet to be implemented. We refer 
to the KCE report on molecular diagnostics for recommendations to assure the quality 
of molecular tests, including HPV tests. It is clear that beyond the appropriate 
introduction of HPV testing, a much larger population health improvement can be 
expected from an increased screening coverage of the target population and a quality 
improvement of different steps in the screening process. Preventive HPV vaccination is 
not discussed as it will be the subject of a subsequent KCE project and no immediate 
consequences on screening policy are expected. The outcome of the randomized trials 
on HPV primary screening, the full introduction of HPV vaccination as well as evolutions 
in methods to detect HPV and its cellular consequences may impact on cervical cancer 
screening and may require this document to be updated.  
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2 EFFECTIVENESS 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Screening for cervical cancer requires the use of a test, which is easy to perform by 
medical or paramedical personnel, available at an acceptable cost, causing minimal 
discomfort to the woman and has a high sensitivity and specificity for progressive intra-
epithelial lesions (CIN), which are the precursor stages that precede the occurrence of 
invasive cancer. Evidence of effectiveness of a given cancer screening procedure should 
be based on its potential to reduce the morbidity and especially the mortality from the 
particular cancer. High sensitivity for the detection of CIN is an insufficient criterion for 
effectiveness, since CIN often regresses spontaneously. High specificity is required to 
avoid anxiety, subsequent unnecessary investigations and unnecessary treatment and 
side effects. 

Cervical cancer screening using the conventional Pap smear partially fulfils these criteria. 
Cytological screening every three to five years can reduce morbidity and mortality from 
cervical cancer by 80% or more, if offered in a well-organised setting.  Cytology-based 
screening traditionally involves 3 steps: finding cytological abnormalities in a Pap smear; 
histological confirmation of a biopsy taken under colposcopic control and treatment of 
the lesion that otherwise could develop into cancer.  

Nevertheless, the test-validity, in particular the test sensitivity of the conventional Pap 
smear for CIN, is moderate: between 50 to 70% for CIN; but between 70 and 80% for 
high-grade CIN. Evidence of effectiveness of cytological screening using the Pap smear 
has essentially been derived from organised screening programmes. However, 
cytological screening in opportunistic settings is in general less effective (see chapter on 
international situation) and less cost-effective. 

Occurrence of false-negative and unsatisfactory Pap smears was considered as a 
justification to develop new technologies such as liquid based cytology and automated 
screening devices. The quality of the evaluations of their performance was often poor, 
essentially limited to cross-sectional cytological outcomes and rarely verified by a valid 
gold standard.  This chapter aims to assess differences in test performance and quality 
characteristics between the current standard screening test, which is the conventional 
Pap smear, and the newer alternatives of cervical cytology. 

Colposcopy is only shortly described since it is not an appropriate screening method 
but rather a tool which is essential in the diagnostic work-up of screen-positive women. 

Finally, this chapter presents the current state of the art concerning Human Papilloma 
Virus (HPV) testing evaluated in three possible settings: 1) primary screening; 2) triage 
of minor cervical lesions and 3) in follow-up after treatment of high-grade CIN. As the 
HPV test can be considered an additional test to or a replacement of the existing Pap 
smear, large studies are needed. Where cytological screening is already well-organised 
and quality assured, this also means that any possible gains after adding new tests are 
limited. Any loss in specificity, leading to increased costs should therefore be treated 
cautiously.  

Before addressing the performance and the quality of all these test procedures we 
develop a methodology on how to evaluate their performance. 

The Scientific Institute of Public Health, Brussels, (IPH) was in charge of the preparation 
of the new European Guidelines for Quality Assurance in Cervical Cancer Screening 
and collaborated with the International Agency for Research in Cancer (Lyon) and with 
the Gynaecological Cancer Cochrane Review Collaboration.  In those frameworks 
several systematic reviews were conducted which concerned test performance of 
liquid-based cytology and the different applications of HPV testing 1-3.  The current 
report contains updated summaries of this work.  Interested readers, who want more 
information on the retrieval methods of references and on the applied statistical meta-
analytical procedures, should contact IPH and request the specific reports 
(http://www.iph.fgov.be/epidemio/).   
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2.2 ASSESSMENT OF THE PERFORMANCE OF SCREENING 
TESTS 

The aim of cervical cancer screening is to detect progressive cervical intra-epithelial 
neoplasia (CIN1) and, by their treatment, prevent progression to invasive cancer 4. 

The effectiveness of a screening programme is determined by the programme 
sensitivity. This programme sensitivity depends on the sensitivity of the chosen 
screening test for CIN of a given degree, the natural history of this degree of CIN, and 
the screening policy (the target age group, screening interval, and procedures for 
follow-up of positive screenees). The essential elements in the natural evolution of the 
disease are the rates of onset, progression and regression of precursor lesions and the 
distribution of their sojourn times. The mean sojourn time of CIN is at least 10 years 
and the probability of detection increases as the preclinical phase progresses 5, 6. 
Therefore, repetition of a moderately sensitive screen test, such as the Pap smear can 
reduce incidence of and mortality from cervical cancer to a low residual level 7. The 
reduction in the cumulative incidence of cancer is estimated to be respectively 91 and 
84% due to well organised cytological screening every 3 or 5 years 8, 6. 

The success of screening depends essentially on the participation of the target 
population and the quality of the screening test and further on the compliance and 
efficacy of treatment of screen-detected lesions.  

In this chapter we focus on the performance of screening methods. We will describe 
and assess the performance of 5 main types of tests that are currently used in cervical 
cancer screening in Europe or that are proposed as an alternative or supplement for 
current methods: 

 The conventional Pap smear 

 Liquid based cytology 

 Automated cytology 

 Colposcopy 

 Detection of nucleic acid sequences of oncogenic Human papilloma viruses 

For an overview of principles of good diagnostic research to evaluate test accuracy, we 
refer to The Cochrane Methods Group on Systematic Review of Screening and 
Diagnostic Tests: Recommended Methods 9 and Bossuyt 10. 

Classifications 

The 1988 version of The Bethesda Reporting System (TBS) was used for the cytological 
classification of the test result 11. We considered three threshold levels for positive 
cytology: atypical squamous cells of undetermined significance or worse (ASCUS+), 
low-grade squamous intra-epithelial lesions or worse (LSIL+) and high-grade intra-
epithelial lesions or worse (HSIL+). Atypical glandular lesions were assimilated together 
within the ASCUS category.  Categories of cytological abnormality, defined according to 
other reporting formats, were converted into TBS using translation tables as established 
before 1.   At the 1991 Bethesda Workshop, it was proposed to sub-classify ASCUS 
into three sub-classes: "atypical squamous cells favouring a benign reactive process" 
(ASC-R), "atypical squamous cells of undetermined significance" (ASC-US) and ASC-H, 
"atypical squamous cells, HSIL cannot be ruled out" 12.  At the 2001 Workshop, it was 
decided to integrate henceforth ASC-R into the group of "negative for intraepithelial 
lesion or malignancy" and to distinguish only "ASC-US" (with hyphen) and "ASC-H" 
(Solomon 2002). In our main meta-analyses, we accepted studies using TBS2001 and 
providing data for equivocal cytology, if they included ASC-US (alone) or ASC-US and 
ASC-H (combined).  Studies considering ASC-H alone or atypical glandular cells alone 
were excluded.    

                                                   
1 In this chapter �“CIN�” (cervical intra-epithelial neoplasia) is used for histologically confirmed lesions, 
while the �“SIL�” (Bethesda) terminology is used to describe cytological findings. 
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We used the CIN nomenclature to describe histological outcomes 13. 

A list of outcomes for programme effectiveness of cervical cancer screening methods, 
assessed by different study methods, is enumerated in Table 1 and ranked from high to 
low according to the level of evidence that such studies provide. 

In Table 2, we show a short list of six design topics (a to f) that are particularly 
important in the evaluation of the accuracy of cervical cancer screening tests; within 
each topic study types are ranked by quality of design. 

Five categories of parameters are compared between LBC and conventional cytology. 

 The observed test positivity rates defined at different cytological cut-offs 

 The positive predictive value at each level of cytological abnormality to 
find histologically confirmed cervical intraepithelial neoplasia of grade 2 of 
worse (CIN2+) 

 Diagnostic accuracy (sensitivity, specificity) for CIN2+ 

 The proportion of unsatisfactory preparations, the proportion of 
smears lacking endocervical cells and the reasons for judging as 
unsatisfactory and, fifth  

 The time needed for cytological reading. 

Table 1 Ranking of studies by level of decreasing evidence for effectiveness 
of cervical cancer screening methods according to the studied outcome and 
the used study design. 

Study outcome: 

1 Reduction of mortality from cervical cancer, life-years gained 

2 Reduction of morbidity due to cervical cancer: incidence of cancer (Ib+), Quality adjusted life-
years gained 

3 Reduction of incidence of cancer (including micro-invasive cancer). 

4 Reduction of incidence of CIN3 or worse disease (CIN3+). 

5 Increased detection rate of CIN3+ or CIN2+. 

6 Increased test positivity with increased, similar or hardly reduced positive predictive value 

 

Study design2: 

1 Randomised clinical trials, randomised population based trials 

2 Cohort studies 

3 Case-control studies 

4 Trend studies, ecological studies on routinely collected data 

5 Cross-sectional studies evaluating diagnostic test accuracy 

 

                                                   
2 Only controlled studies are considered, this means studies where two or more screening 
methods are compared. 
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Table 2. Study characteristics of diagnostic research.  Within each 
characteristic study types are ranked by quality of design, adapted from 9 

5.a.1 Screening tests applied independently on the same study subjects 

5.a.2 Screening tests applied to separate but similar populations, historical 
comparison 

  

5.b.1 Complete gold standard verification of test negatives and positives; where by 
preference verification is blinded to screen test results, allowing evaluation 
of test sensitivity and specificity 

5.b.2 Complete verification of all test positives and a random fraction of test 
negatives 

5.b.3 Complete verification of all test positives and selective verification of screen 
negatives 

5.b.4. Incomplete selective verification of test positives and negatives 
  

5.c.1 Blinded gold standard verification without prior knowledge of screen test 
results 

5.c.2 Gold standard verification with prior knowledge of screen test results 
  

5.d.1 Randomly selected population or a continuous series of study subjects 

5.d.2. An arbitrarily chosen series of study subjects 
  

5.e.1 Population that is representative for the intended use of the test: (�“spectrum of 
disease�”) a routine screening situation 

5.e.2 Setting with high-risk women or setting referred women for previous 
abnormality or follow-up. 

  

5.f.1 Reproducibility of the screen test result assessed3 

5.f.2 Reproducibility of the screen test result not assessed 

 

It must be stressed that the aim of screening is to prevent cervical cancer, not simply 
detect pre-invasive lesions. A new screen test allowing (earlier) detection of more CIN 
does not necessarily result in more pronounced reduction of cancer incidence since just 
additional non-progressive lesions might be detected.   

However, conducting randomized trials aiming to prove reduction in invasive cervical 
cancer requires enormous financial resources and huge study populations to be 
followed for many years including a high risk of contamination between the 
experimental and control arms.  Meanwhile the new technique might not be available 
anymore or obsolete.  Therefore, certain experts propose to study intermediate or 
surrogate outcomes (for instance outcomes 4 to 6 in Table 1 and to simulate the most 
likely outcomes relevant to public health using mathematical models.  

The rate of progression of CIN and its detectability (or test sensitivity) by cytological 
screening increases according to the severity of dysplasia 14-19.  Therefore detection of 
CIN3+ constitutes a more pertinent outcome than CIN2+ 20. Certain pathologists 
prefer to grade CIN2 and CIN3 together and use the term high-grade CIN.  

                                                   
3  Usually double reading assesses reproducibility. An additional indicator for reproducibility is 
provided by the comparison of the (relative) test accuracy between different studies or between 
different raters (labs) in the same study. 
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Nevertheless, in screening research, CIN3 should be the aimed outcome since the 
diagnosis of CIN2 is contaminated by under-reported CIN1. Moreover the diagnosis of 
CIN3 has a higher reproducibility than CIN2.  CIN1 is a much less relevant outcome 
since most mild dysplasia does not progress 16, 21.   

The assessment of the diagnostic validity, expressed in terms of sensitivity, requires 
the explicit definition of test-thresholds for test positivity and disease.  It can be 
evaluated by application of screen tests to a relevant screening population followed by 
verification of all subjects with an accurate gold standard.  It can be assumed that 
histological examination of material obtained by colposcopy/biopsy, loop excision or 
endocervical curettage, provides complete ascertainment of the true disease status.  
This might in fact not be true, but independent verification with an imperfect gold 
standard will attract sensitivity and specificity ratios (sensitivytest1/sentistivitytest2; 
specificitytest1/specificitytest2) towards unity. Therefore observed accuracy ratios are to be 
considered as minimum estimates.  When tests and gold standard are positively 
correlated, then, sensitivity and specificity will be systematically overestimated.   

In routine practice and even in many studies, colposcopy and histology are not applied 
to screen negatives, which includes a serious risk of verification bias.  Nevertheless, 
when 2 screen tests are applied to the same study subjects and all subjects, positive for 
one or both tests, are verified with an acceptable gold standard, unbiased estimation of 
the test positive predictive value, the relative sensitivity and detection rate of true 
positives is possible 22, 23 4 .  The same is true for randomized clinical trials, where 
different tests are applied to different subjects.  When a random sample of screen-
negatives are verified, an inferred sensitivity and specificity can be computed 24-26.   

When the prevalence of disease is low, an approximated test specificity can be 
computed, even without systematic verification of a random sample of test-negatives, 
from the ratio of the number of test-negatives over the total number of study subjects 
minus the true positives 4.  (Specificityapprox= # test negatives / (N �– # true positives); 
where N = the number of all tested individuals). 

The reliability or reproducibility of a test expresses the capacity to obtain the same test 
result �– correct or not �– when the screening test is repeated on the same individual.  
The reliability depends on the definition of distinct test criteria that can be applied by 
skilled personnel. Poor reproducibility automatically yields low average sensitivity and 
specificity. 

Once again, it must be repeated that the observation of increased sensitivity of a new 
test for histologically confirmed CIN does not necessarily imply that its inclusion in a 
screening programme will yield a reduction in incidence of lethal cervical cancer with 
respect to conventional cytological screening.  Nevertheless, when biological and 
epidemiological arguments justify the assumption that the lesions detected in excess by 
the new method have a substantial chance of progression (acceptable longitudinal 
positive predictive value) and that screen negatives have a substantially lower chance to 
develop cancer in the future (higher longitudinal negative predictive value), planning of 
the new test in a randomized population- based trial in an organized setting can be 
considered. 

Until now we studied essentially programme effectiveness stressing test sensitivity.  
Cervical cancer screening addresses large populations and are therefore extremely 
costly.  Costs are largely determined by the test specificity. 

An overview of the cost components attributed to screening is presented in Table 3. 

                                                   
4 The same is true when different tests are studied in different populations as long as the prevalence 
of disease can be assumed to be the same (e.g. in randomised trials) . 
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Table 3. Overview of cost components of a screening programme 

1 Cost price of the screen-test (investment and recurrent costs); fees of health professionals 
(time for preparation, interpretation of the screen test, documentation, training); 
information of the client (obtaining informed consent if required); logistical costs (transport, 
processing, storage); administrative costs (invitation, registration and analysis of data). 

2 Specificity of the screen test: cost of follow-up and treatment of women with false-positive 
results or having non-progressive screen-detected lesions (over-diagnosis). 

3 Sensitivity of the screen test  (longitudinal): cost for follow-up and treatment of true positives; 
this cost may be off-set by cost savings in avoided treatment of advanced disease. 

4 Human costs: time spent by women to be screened, anxiety and discomfort for follow-up 
and/or treatment of women with true and false-positive results and consequences of delay in 
detection of cancer in false-negative women.   

5 Specificity of quality control, triage and diagnostic follow-up procedures, contributing to 
increased positive predictive value and savings by avoiding treatment of false-positive 
women. 

6 Quality of screen test procedures; satisfactory rate influencing the need for repeat tests. 

 

A small decrease in specificity can have dramatic consequences on costs.  The number 
of additional false positives is computed from nearly the complete target population, 
since the prevalence of progressive cervical cancer precursors is low.  Nevertheless, the 
loss in specificity can be limited by raising the screening interval, by increasing the age at 
onset of screening and by increasing the cut-off for test positivity. 

2.3 CONVENTIONAL CYTOLOGY 

2.3.1 Description 

Cells are collected with a sampling device from the surface of the transformation zone 
of the uterine cervix. It is important to ensure the entire squamocolumnar junction is 
sampled, since this is the site where most CIN lesions develop. Cells are either directly 
smeared on a glass slide, dried and ethanol-fixed, or transferred to a liquid medium. For 
microscopic evaluation by a cytologist the cells must be stained. The cells are then 
analysed using a microscope. 

The basic assumption of cytological diagnosis is that it is related to the histology of the 
relevant tissue. This means that there is an equivalent appearance of cells even after the 
cells are detached from tissue and all three-dimensional information is lost. Cytological 
findings should be categorised according to an established reporting system. The 
European guidelines strongly recommend that all terminology systems should be 
translatable into the categories of the Bethesda system (TBS) 27. 

Conventional cytology is still the standard method for primary cervical cancer 
screening. Repetition of the Pap smear is used as triage method in case of minor 
cytological lesions and as follow-up method after treatment of lesions. 

The judgement of the quality of a smear is an essential component of the cytological 
interpretation of a Pap smear. At a minimum, TBS criteria for conventional smear and 
LBC should be used and reasons for inadequacy should be provided on the cytology 
report 27. 

If HPV testing is done in addition to cytology, the virological result and the cytological 
findings should be integrated in one report under the responsibility of a cytopathologist.  
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2.3.2 Performance 

Despite the proven effectiveness of cervical cytological screening in reducing the 
incidence of cervical cancer, over the last decade the accuracy of cervical cytology has 
been questioned. Several large meta-analyses have indicated that both the sensitivity and 
specificity of cervical cytology are lower than previously thought 28, 19. 

Efficacy of conventional cytological screening for cervical cancer was never 
demonstrated in randomized clinical trials but evidence of effectiveness is nowadays 
widely accepted from observational studies (cohort and case-control). For an overview 
of the performance, we refer to the systematic review performed by the International 
Agency for Research on Cancer in 1986 and updated in 2005 29, 30. From these reviews 
it was concluded that three- to five year screening in women 35-55 years old in an 
organized setting yields a reduction in cumulative incidence of squamous cervical cancer 
of 84 % to 91% 31. The programme sensitivity is lower and more heterogeneous in non-
organized than organized settings due to lower and more variable test sensitivity (less 
rigorous quality control). The duration of low risk associated with a negative smear 
result is lower in women younger than 35 years 32.  

The cross-sectional test validity of cervical cytology for CIN using the histological result 
of a biopsy, conus, endo-cervical curettage or hysterectomy as gold standard, was 
evaluated in two meta-analyses 28, 18, 19. We have reanalysed data extracted from the 
most recent American meta-analysis 18, 19. The results of the meta-analytical pooling 
yielded estimates of accuracy that are summarised in Table 4. 
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Table 4. Meta-analysis of test sensitivity and specificity of cervical cytology at 
2 test thresholds (LSIL+ and HSIL+) for colposcopically or histologically 
confirmed presence of CIN2+ or CIN1+pooled from studies with complete 
and incomplete gold standard verification (adapted from 18, 19. 

A. Outcome presence of CIN2+     

All studies        

Test threshold Sensitivity (95% CI) # studies  Range Specificity (95% CI) # studies 

LSIL+ 0.83 (0.80-0.86) 46 0.22-1.00 0.61 (0.55-0.67) 46 

HSIL+ 0.58 ( 0.49-0.66) 45   0.89 (0.87-0.90) 45 

        

Only studies without verification bias      

Test threshold Sensitivity (95% CI) # studies  Specificity (95% CI) # studies 

LSIL+ 0.77 (0.58-0.97) 6  0.92 (0.89-0.95) 6 

HSIL+ 0.87 ( 0.78-0.96) 1   1.00 (0.99-1.00) 1 

 

B. Outcome presence of CIN1+     

All studies        

Test threshold Sensitivity (95% CI) # studies Range Specificity (95% CI) # studies 

LSIL+ 0.67 (0.63-0.71) 72  0.73 ( 0.71-0.76) 72 

HSIL+ - - 0   - - 0 

        

Only studies without verification bias      

Test threshold Sensitivity (95% CI) # studies  Specificity (95% CI) # studies 

LSIL+ 0.52 (0.38-0.66) 9  0.96 (0.94-0.98) 9 

HSIL+ - - 0   - - 0 

 

The test sensitivity of cytology for CIN (without precision of test and outcome 
thresholds), estimated by modelling from the historical British Columbia cohort was 
80% 33, 6. It concerned here sensitivity evaluated in an organised screening setting with 
good quality control. 

2.3.3 Conclusions 

To conclude, it can be stated that the test sensitivity and specificity of the conventional 
Pap smear are not known precisely. The sensitivity for CIN2+ at low cytological 
thresholds is, on average, relatively high (often in the range 70-80%), but it also can be 
low in certain situations. The estimation of the accuracy varies by population 
characteristics (age, screening history, screening or follow-up situation) and study design 
properties (selection bias, definition of cut-offs, method of gold standard assessment 
(colposcopy oriented biopsies completed or not with random biopsies; punch versus 
excision biopsies), verification bias, masked or unmasked gold standard assessment).30   
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Nevertheless, convincing evidence is available with respect to the effectiveness of 
cytological screening, if offered in a well organised setting with quality control at all 
levels. 

2.4 LIQUID-BASED CYTOLOGY 

2.4.1 Description 

Liquid-Based cytology (LBC) was introduced in the mid-1990s as a way to improve the 
performance of the conventional test. The cells are transferred into a vial with a liquid 
preservative solution that is transported to the laboratory where the slide is prepared. 
The cells are not spread directly onto a slide to obtain a conventional Pap (CP) smear 
but transferred into a vial with a fixative liquid. This vial is then sent to a specially 
equipped laboratory. Several systematic reviews regarding the performance of LBC to 
detect cervical cancer precursors were performed over the last 8 years 34, 35, 18, 36-47}. 
Conclusions formulated by the reviewing authors were disparate and depended largely 
on selection criteria to include individual studies and the considered performance 
parameters. Studies comparing detection rates for low grade cytological abnormalities 
often yielded more favourable results for LBC 34, 36, 39, 48, whereas in studies focusing on 
accuracy for biopsy-confirmed high-grade CIN (cervical intraepithelial neoplasia), no 
significant differences between the CP (conventional Pap smear) and LBC were found 40, 

43, 47.  

2.4.1.1 Liquid-based cytology techniques 

A number of different LBC techniques are in use worldwide. These include ThinPrep®, 
Surepath® (formerly, CytoRich and AutoCyte PREP), Cytoscreen®, Cyteasy®, 
Labonord Easy Prep, Cytoslide, SpinThin and PapSpin. 

So far, ThinPrep® and Surepath® are approved for use in the USA by the Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) allowing the claim of increased detection of squamous 
intraepithelial lesions and a reduction of the number of unsatisfactory smears compared 
to the CP 49, 50. In the ThinPrep the liquid preservative solution is filtered through a 
membrane filter with a pore size specifically designed to trap epithelial cells. The 
epithelial cells collected on the membrane filter are then transferred on a glass slide and 
stained.  In the Surepath system, concentration of cells is based on sedimentation 
through a density gradient.  

2.4.1.2 Study design 

Numerous studies have evaluated the comparative performance of the two most 
commonly used LBC methods, ThinPrep and Surepath, and conventional cytology with 
respect to test positivity, their sensitivity and specificity for identification of CIN, the 
specimen adequacy and the time required for evaluation of the specimens. Although 
there is a reasonable agreement that LBC improves specimen adequacy and reduces 
screening time compared to conventional cytology, there is considerable controversy 
surrounding the relative sensitivity and specificity of the two approaches, largely due to 
a lack of well designed studies 30. 

Most of the comparative studies have utilized one of two types of study design: 

 The concomitant testing design (mainly �“split-sample�”) 

 The two-cohort design (�“direct-to-vial�”) 

In the concomitant testing design, 2 samples are prepared from the same subject. Most 
often one single sample is taken from the uterine cervix and a CP (conventional smear) 
is prepared first, followed by transfer of the residual cellular material remnant on the 
sampling device into a vial with fixative liquid ("split-sample"). Occasionally, two 
separate samples are collected: one for the CP and another one for LBC. In the two-
cohort design, CP samples and LBC samples are taken from separate populations.  
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Both study design have significant limitations. With split-sample studies, it is difficult to 
ensure that the two cytology specimens are comparable and this design would seem to 
lead to bias against LBC since only the material remnant on the sampling device after 
preparation of a conventional smear can be used for LBC.  It is possible that some 
diagnostic elements included in the CP-split sample are not available anymore for the 
LBC.  In the two-cohort design it has been argued that the historical controls introduce 
other biases as the comparability of the populations being compared and expectation 
bias. 

The other major limitations found in most of the studies evaluating LBC are the lack of 
comparison of test performance with a gold standard (�“blinded colposcopy/biopsy) and 
study population of women followed-up for a previous abnormal test result rather than 
women undergoing routine screening. Large, randomized controlled clinical trials need 
to be conducted. One large randomized trial is currently ongoing in The Netherlands 
but the results are not yet available. 

2.4.2 Performance 

2.4.2.1 Test positivity  rate of cytological abnormalities 

Figure 1 and Figure 2 present the variation of the test positivity rate ratio for HSIL+ in 
studies with concomitant CP and LBC testing with respectively ThinPrep (n=32) and 
AutoCyte/SurePath (n=16).  

Figure 1. Forest plot of the ratio of the test positivity (defined as HSIL+) of 
liquid-based cytology over the test positivity of conventional smears derived 
from studies where both types of smears were prepared from the same 
women. LBC=ThinPrep 
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Figure 2. Forest plot of the ratio of the test positivity (defined as HSIL+) of 
liquid-based cytology over the test positivity of conventional smears derived 
from studies where both types of smears were prepared from the same 
women. LBC=AutoCyte/SurePath 

 

The pooled ratio never was significantly different from unity: 1.02 (95% confidence 
interval [CI]: 0.97-1.08) for ThinPrep studies and 1.00 (CI: 0.94-1.06) in case of 
AutoCyte/SurePath. No significant inter-study heterogeneity was observed (p for Q test 
>0.6). Significantly more LSIL and LSIL+ lesions were found in both LBC systems.  Less 
ASCUS was found in LBC compared to CP, but this difference was not significant.  
Similar results were found for the other LBC systems, at the exception of Longatto 
Filho, who reported significantly increased detection rate of ASCUS (ratio: 2.02; 95% 
CI: 1.94-2.10) using the DNA Cytoliq system 51. 

In two-cohort studies, on average, 63% more HSIL is found in ThinPrep preparations 
(CI: 38-93%) and 46% in AutoCyte/SurePath (CI: 18-81%) compared to CP. As in 
studies with concomitant testing, also more LSIL is found in LBC, but the ratios are 
substantially higher in two-cohort studies: ratio of respectively 1.76 (CI: 1.52-2.03) for 
ThinPrep and 1.52 (CI: 1.31-1.76) in SurePath/AutoCyte. Less ASCUS is detected in 
LBC. However this difference was marginally non-significant for ThinPrep and non-
significant for AutoCyte.  The inter-study variation was large (p for Q-test always < 
0.001). Bergeron, using CYTOscreen, found not significantly more HSIL and significantly 
more LSIL and ASCUS (ratios of respectively 1.51 (95% CI: 0.95-2.41); 1.27 (95% CI: 
1.06-1.53) and 1.44 (95% CI: 1.26-1.65).  

2.4.2.2 Positive predictive value  

In concomitant testing studies, the PPVLBC/PPVCP ratio never differed from unity for 
whatever histological outcome or cytological cut-off, with the exception of AutoCyte at 
cut-off LSIL+ for an outcome of CIN2+.  In this latter case, the pooled PPV of LBC was 
lower than that of CP (ratio: 0.92; CI: 0.85-1.00). 

We also pooled the relative PPV from a limited number of 2-cohort studies where the 
biopsy rate among cytological positive cases was higher than 80% and where the 
difference in biopsy rates between LBC and CP was less then 10%.  Again, the relative 
PPVs never were significantly lower than one.  Moreover, for ThinPrep smears, the PPV 
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defined at HSIL+ for an outcome of CIN2+ was 7% higher than for CP and this 
difference was significant (ratio: 1.07; CI: 1.03-1.12).  For AutoCyte, the relative PPV 
was significantly higher than CP when the threshold was ASCUS+ for both outcomes: 
ratio of 1.26 (CI: 1.07-1.56) for CIN2+ and 1.22 (CI: 1.10-1.36) for CIN1+, but there 
was only one study that contributed data 52.   Repeating the meta-analysis of the test-
positivity rate ratio, restricted to studies where the PPV for CIN2+ was sufficiently 
documented, showed: increased positivity rate for HSIL+ in ThinPrep and 
AutoCyte/SurePath compared to CP (for ThinPrep: ratio: 1.52; CI: 1.10-2.12; for 
AutoCyte/SurePath: 1.53; 1.03-2.27) and an increased rate of LSIL in ThinPrep (ratio: 
1.79; CI: 1.05-3.06).  

2.4.2.3 Accuracy for histological confirmed CIN2+ 

In Table 5, we summarise the relative sensitivity and specificity for CIN2+ pooled from 
six studies, separated by cytological cut-off.  In five of the six studies, a concomitant 
design was used (3 with split-samples 53, 54, 51 and 2 with separate samples 55, 56). The sixth 
study was a 2-cohort trial, where LBC and CP were rotated every 6 months 57.  The 
evaluated LBC systems were: ThinPrep (n=4), AutoCyte (n=1) and DNA Citoliq System 
(n=1).  The variation of the accuracy ratios, considered at cut-off HSIL or worse and 
ASCUS or worse, is illustrated in Table 5.  No statistically significant differences in 
pooled diagnostic accuracy could be discerned: the confidence intervals around the 
ratios always included unity. Moreover, the confidence intervals were small.  
Nevertheless some heterogeneity due to one or two studies could be notified in some 
forest plots.  At cutoff HSIL+, Confortini found a marginally significantly higher 
sensitivity for LBC 56.  At cutoff ASCUS, Longatto Filho, detected significantly more 
CIN2+ in LBC but at the expense of significantly more false positive cases 51.  Outlying 
higher specificity of LBC was observed in the study of Confortini, which was due to the 
very high rate of atypical conventional smears 56.  Omission of this study, decreased the 
relative specificity, but the difference between LBC and CP just did not reach the level 
of statistical significance (ratio= 0.93; 95% CI: 0.87-1.01). 

Table 5. Ratio of sensitivity and specificity for CIN2+ of liquid-based cytology 
(LBC) relative to the conventional Pap smear (CP), pooled from 6 studies (5 
with concomitant testing designing and 1 2-cohort trial) with complete 
verification by colposcopy and/or biopsy. 

  95% CI   95% CI   

Test 
threshold 

Ratio of 
sensitivities 
(LBC/CP) Lower Upper  

Ratio of 
specificities 
(LBC/CP) Lower upper # studies 

 

HSIL+ 1.00 0.90 1.10  0.99 0.98 1.01 6  

LSIL+ 1.03 0.95 1.12  0.97 0.93 1.01 6  

ASCUS+ 1.02 0.96 1.09  1.02 0.92 1.41 6  

 

2.4.2.4 Quality judgment 

In Table 6, the pooled rate of unsatisfactory smears in LBC and CP, and their ratios are 
shown for 2-cohort studies.  In general the quality of liquid-based smears is higher than 
conventional ones (ratio for unsatisfactory smears < 1). Only in AutoCyte/SurePath 
smears this finding was significant: ratio 0.17 (95% CI: 0.10-0.32), whereas it was 
marginally insignificant in ThinPrep smears (ratio=0.66; CI: 0.42-1.02) due to substantial 
inter-study heterogeneity.  Few studies documented the reason why smears were 
qualified as unsatisfactory.  Inadequate fixation or presence of abundant inflammation 
was significantly or almost significantly reduced in LBC: pooled ratio for poor fixation of 
0.12 (95% CI: 0.01-1.03) and 0.02 (95% CI: 0.00-0.04); and for inflammation of 0.15 (95% 
CI: 0.07-0.29) and 0.13 (95% CI: 0.09-0.18), respectively when LBC smears were 
prepared with ThinPrep or AutoCyte/SurePath.  The frequency of inadequate smears 
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due to obscuration by blood was not significantly different in LBC or CP.  Significantly 
less smears judged unsatisfactory because of scanty cells was found in AutoCyte smears 
(ratio=0.13; 95% CI: 0.02-0.94). Absence of endocervical columnar cells (EC-) was 
noted more frequently in ThinPrep (ratio=1.15; 95% CI: 0.78-1.70) and less frequently in 
AutoCyte (ratio=0.87; 95% CI: 0.42-1.83), but these differences were statistically 
insignificant.  

2.4.2.5 Duration of cytological reading 

In 10 studies, the average duration to read the smear was measured (data not shown 
but available at the aforementioned website address).  The simple mean was 237 and 
338 seconds respectively for LBC and CP (a reduction of 30%).  No confidence intervals 
could be computed since most studies did not report standard errors.  

2.4.2.6 Impact of co-variate factors 

The impact of the following  covariates on study outcomes was assessed: composition 
of the study population, clinical setting (screening, follow-up or mixed), the version of 
the LBC-system (betaTP, TP2000, TP3000; CytoRich, AutoCyte PREP, SurePath, other 
LBC systems), collection devices, training of smear takers and readers, blinding of 
screeners, reviewers, colposcopists, and histologists, quality control of 
cytotechnologists' 1st diagnosis, definition and completeness of golden standard 
verification, thresholds for cytology and histology, length of follow-up period, and last 
but not least the disclosed interests of the researcher and involvement of the 
manufacturers of devices   

Meta-regression did not reveal any significant influence of study characteristics on the 
ratio of detection of HSIL or LSIL+ in split-sample studies.  In two-cohort studies 
however, training of cytologists and year of publication contributed significantly in 
explaining a part of the inter-study heterogeneity.  The HSIL detection ratio was on 
average 39.9% (95% CI: 33.8-46.2%) higher when cytologists were trained just before 
the study compared to studies where cytologists had a thorough experience in reading 
LBC.  On average, the HSIL and LSIL detection rate ratios were respectively 26.5% 
(24.7-28.3%) and 20.5% (95% CI 18.5-22.6%) lower if the study was published after 
2000, compared to studies published earlier.  
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Table 6. Frequency of quality judgment and distribution of reasons for 
limited quality of liquid and conventional Pap (CP) smears; ratio of 
frequencies, pooled from 2-chort studies. 

           

 ThinPrep CP Ratio: ThinPrep/CP # 

 Frequency95% CI Frequency95% CI Estimate 95% CI   

Quality category    lower upper   lower upper   lower upper studies

Unsatisfactory 1.1% 0.8% 1.3% 2.3% 1.8% 2.9% 0.66 0.42 1.02 23 

Inadequate fixation  0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 0.12 0.01 1.03 2 

Scanty cells 1.4% 0.2% 2.5% 0.6% 0.0% 1.4% 4.08 0.35 47.71 3 

Obscuration by blood 0.5% 0.0% 1.0% 0.4% 0.0% 0.4% 2.95 0.15 4.96 3 

Inflammation  0.1% 0.0% 0.1% 0.3% 0.0% 0.5% 0.15 0.07 0.29 3 

           

SBLB  15.5% 6.5% 24.5% 21.0% 17.3% 24.7%0.47 0.23 0.96 14 

EC- 7.8% 4.4% 11.1% 6.8% 4.3% 9.2% 1.15 0.78 1.70 7 

Obscuration by blood 0.1% 0.0% 0.3% 3.4% 1.9% 4.9% 0.04 0.01 0.13 5 

Inflammation  0.4% 0.1% 0.6% 7.0% 3.5% 10.5% 0.09 0.04 0.18 5 

           

 AutoCyte-SurePath CP Ratio: AutoCyte/CP # 

 Frequency95% CI Frequency95% CI Estimate 95% CI  

Reasons of inadequacy  lower upper  lower upper  lower upper studies

Unsatisfactory 0.3% 0.2% 0.4% 2.2% 1.5% 2.9% 0.17 0.10 0.32 11 

Inadequate fixation  0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.4% 0.3% 0.5% 0.02 0.00 0.04 2 

Scanty cells 0.2% 0.0% 0.4% 1.0% 0.5% 1.4% 0.13 0.02 0.94 3 

Obscuration by blood 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 0.14 0.01 1.65 2 

Inflammation  0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.13 0.09 0.18 1 

           

SBLB  11.7% 6.9% 16.4% 20.1% 11.6% 28.6%0.52 0.37 0.73 9 

EC- 9.0% 5.7% 12.3% 10.9% 7.1% 14.7% 0.87 0.42 1.83 7 

Obscuration by blood 0.6% 0.0% 1.2% 2.4% 0.0% 4.8% 0.05 0.01 0.42 4 

Inflammation 0.7% 0.0% 1.4% 9.4% 0.2% 18.6% 0.09 0.04 0.18 3 
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2.4.3 Conclusions 

From our meta-analyses we can make the following conclusions: 

 No difference in detection of HSIL+ in studies with concomitant testing  

 Increased detection of HSIL by LBC in direct-to-vial studies  

 PPV for CIN2+ not significantly lower in LBC, considering LSIL+, HSIL+ 

 From b and c: an increase in sensitivity without significant loss in specificity 
can be assumed.  The level of evidence for this deduction is low (needs 
assumption of complete comparability of study groups and absence of 
expectation bias) 

 Sensitivity and specificity for CIN2+ are equal in studies with complete 
verification (5 split sample studies/1 direct to vial study) 

 Superior accuracy of LBC should be confirmed using RCTs before definitive 
conclusions can be made 

 The percentage of unsatisfactory smears is significantly lower in LBC 

 LBC preparations can be interpreted in a shorter time 

 Advantage to perform ancillary HPV testing (for instance ASC-US triage) 

 The microscopic interpretation of LBC is more comfortable than a CP.  

 No firm conclusions can currently be drawn on performance of LBC systems 
other than SurePath/AutoCyte and ThinPrep by lack of study data. 

No evidence is available indicating higher accuracy of LBC for high-grade cervical intra-
epithelial neoplasia. Nevertheless, from six studies with complete colposcopy and or 
biopsy verification, evidence can be derived indicating equal cross-sectional sensitivity 
and specificity for both preparation systems. Therefore, implementation of LBC in 
screening needs to be based on cost and local feasibility. Results from well-conducted 
trials comparing LBC and CP are waited for. 

Based on these conclusions, the European Cervical Cancer Screening Network decided 
that both CP and LBC are accepted screening methods for use in the EU.   

2.5 AUTOMATED CYTOLOGY 

Automation assisted screening is aimed to enhance sensitivity and specificity by finding 
e.g., small atypical cells, as squamous and glandular cells, known to be very difficult to 
find in manual microscopic screening. The performance could be increased by excluding 
part of the normal slides from manual screening or by relocating the most suspicious 
cells down the microscope or by enriching the most atypical cells to images to be 
studied by the microscope. By enhancing the effectiveness of the screening work, 
automation is thought to allow more slides to be screened without changing the 
number of staff. This would be an advantage, especially in countries with severe 
shortage of cyto-technicians. These automated devices can process either conventional 
or liquid based smears, and they can be used in different kinds of screening 
programmes. 

The aims for automated screening are: (1) increasing sensitivity and specificity of 
cytological screening; (2) decreasing the screening false negative rate due to human 
error, decreasing the workload of technicians; (3) decreasing the cost of the screening 
programmes; (4) and finally, decreasing the incidence and mortality of cervical cancer. 
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2.5.1 Description of automated screening devices 

Two commercial systems were extensively studied in the 1990s: PAPNET 
(Neuromedical Systems Inc. (NSI), Suffern, New York, USA) and the AUTOPAP System 
(NeoPath Inc., Redmond, Washington, USA). 

PAPNET includes neural network software and traditional imaging technology. It selects 
128 of the most suspicious fields in conventional Pap smears and presents this on a PC 
monitor. A cytologist interprets the images on the screen and decides to carry out 
manual screening when abnormalities are recognised or suspected. PAPNET is FDA-
approved for quality control of slides interpreted as negative after conventional 
screening.  

AUTOPAP is a computerised scanning device designed for algorithmic classification of 
conventional Pap smears. It designates a score based on the likelihood that the slide 
contains an abnormality. AUTOPAP selects a predetermined proportion of slides that 
need further manual screening. AUTOPAP is FDA-approved for quality control and for 
primary screening 58. 

In the meantime, newer devices targeting liquid based cytology smears, are available on 
the market: for instance: FOCAL POINT (TriPath Imaging Inc.) and IMMAGER (Cytyc, 
Boxborough, MA, US).  However, by lack of insufficient high-quality data, no systematic 
review could be performed.   

2.5.2 Performance 

There are several studies on performance of automated screening devices 28, 59-68. They 
show generally a better sensitivity with at least the same specificity as conventional 
screening. Most of these studies were retrospective (quality control) and/or involved 
relatively small numbers of smears. The Prismatic study 65, showed also equal sensitivity 
but better specificity for automated screening as well as better productivity (faster 
screening) in a prospective study with 21 700 smears. Also Ronco et al 69 found 
substantially reduced interpretation time and good agreement in classification with map-
guided vs. conventional interpretation. Only two randomised prospective trials in a 
primary screening setting using the obsolete PAPNET have been published so far 59 70. 
They show that automation-assisted screening is feasible in routine primary screening 
and that it performs in organized screening programmes at least as well as conventional 
manual microscopy. Equal sensitivity, specificity and positive predictive value were 
reported when compared to manual conventional screening. 

2.5.3 Conclusions 

The few studies applying a robust design have shown that automation assisted screening 
performs equally well compared to conventional screening in an organised quality 
controlled setting.  There is no current evidence of increased sensitivity and specificity 
for relevant pre-invasive lesions with computer assisted cytology. The advantage relies 
on increased productivity and must be compared with the costs of the device. 

Currently a new generation of screening devices are in phase of evaluation targeting 
essentially liquid based cytology smears.  These new models should also be tested in 
prospective randomised trials before adopting them in to the routine screening.  
Insufficient high-quality data are available to formulate evidence-based recommendations 
for clinical practice regarding regarding automated interpretation of liquid-based 
cytology. 
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2.6 COLPOSCOPY 

2.6.1 Description 

The colposcope is an optical instrument, which allows observation of the cervix and 
vagina, under optimal illumination at magnification between x6 and x40. The aim of 
colposcopy is to allow the trained colposcopist to identify a premalignant disease of the 
cervix. 

After macroscopic examination of the vulva, an appropriate vaginal speculum is inserted 
taking care not to injure the cervix. A 3 or 5% acetic acid solution is then applied to the 
cervix. An aceto-white reaction occurs when the squamous epithelium is abnormal. 
Unfortunately, not all the areas of aceto-white epithelium indicate the presence of 
premalignant disease, for example areas of immature metaplasia are aceto-white. 

Complete colposcopic examination requires observation of the original squamous 
epithelium, the entire transformation zone, the squamocolumnar junction and as much 
of the columnar epithelium of the cervix as possible. Locating the squamocolumnar 
junction is a key procedure in colposcopic assessment. If the squamocolumnar junction 
is not visible, or only partially visible, then the colposcopy should be considered 
unsatisfactory. 

Colposcopy requires long-term experience to acquire an expertise in colposcopic 
pattern recognition. The expert colposcopist may be able to predict the histological 
diagnosis quite accurately, but in general, the colpo-histological correlation is only 
moderate. Even after several years of colposcopic practice, inter-observer and intra-
observer variations of colposcopic interpretations may not reach Kappa values greater 
than 0.50. The specificity of colposcopy is low, due to over-interpretation of aceto-
white areas in the transformation zone. However, the specificity is higher with high-
grade lesions. The sensitivity is low with regard to endocervical lesions. Micro-invasive 
carcinoma can also be misdiagnosed. 

2.6.2 Performance of colposcopy 

The assessment of the diagnostic performance of colposcopy is particularly difficult, 
since it is - in general - the colposcopic impression that determinates the decision of 
taking a biopsy.  Because of this intrinsic correlation, estimates of the accuracy to 
identify high-grade CIN by colpscopy are inflated.    Moreover, glandular lesions or 
squamous lesions with endocervical location cannot be visualised colposcopically.  In a 
meta-analysis, conducted by Mitchell, based on 9 studies, the sensitivity and specificity of 
colposcopy in detecting CIN2+, was estimated to be 96% and 48%.  However, most 
studies included in the meta-analysis suffered from the correlation bias outlined above.    
In one particular study, conducted in China, a more unbiased assessment of colposcopic 
accuracy was revealed 71.  Biopsies were taken not only from colposcopically suspect 
areas but also from the four quadrants of the transformation zone in colposcopically 
negative cases.  Moreover, endo-cervical curettage was performed in every woman.  In 
this study the sensitivity of colposcopy directed biopsy for CIN2+ in women with 
satisfactory colposcopy was only 57% (95% CI: 52-62%).  In the ALTS, immediate 
colposcopy at enrolment, detected 64% (95% CI: 57-71%) of the 2-year clinical 
cumulative diagnoses of CIN2+ 72.   

2.6.3 Conclusions 

Because of its low specificity, colposcopy is not recommended as a screening tool. 
However it continues to be used routinely as a part of a standard of gynaecological 
examination by many clinicians in some European and Latin American countries. 

Colposcopy is a diagnostic tool for the management of women with abnormal cytology. 
It is also indicated in case of presence of external genital warts 73 and in women at 
increased risk of cervical neoplasia. 



22   Cervical cancer screening and HPV KCE reports vol.38 

2.7 HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS (HPV) TESTING 

2.7.1 Description 

The recognition of the strong causal relationship between persistent infection of the 
genital tract with high-risk human papillomavirus (HPV) types and occurrence of cervical 
cancer 74, 30 has resulted in the development of a series of HPV DNA or RNA detection 
systems.  

2.7.1.1 HPV tests: principles and laboratory practises  

Reproducibility 

The early literature on epidemiology of HPV based on HPV DNA testing was 
inconsistent. Careful validation of technologies subsequently showed that some of the 
early assays commonly gave misclassified results. Even a moderate amount of 
misclassification in HPV testing can lead to severe underestimations of relative risks. 
This has been most clearly pointed out by Schiffman and Schatzkin 75 who found that 2 
essentially similar studies performed in the same laboratory, one study with moderately 
reproducible technology, the other with carefully validated PCR technology resulted in 
completely different conclusions: Estimations of the relative risk for CIN in case of HPV 
positivity of 2.3 or >10, respectively.  

Blinded reanalysis of a panel containing the same set of samples, on 2 different 
occasions, is a simple method to assess the current standards of testing.  

HPV testing with a validated test is objective and lacks the interlaboratory/interobserver 
variability of cervical cytology.  Castle found a good agreement by retesting frozen 
samples from a Costa Rican population with the HC2 assay (un-weighted kappa of 0.72) 
76.  High agreement in HC2 results was also found in a quality assurance experience in 
seven Italian laboratories (overall kappa=0.95 with ThinPrep samples and 0.96 with STM 
samples) 77. 

Sensitivity and specificity 

Assessing the sensitivity and specificity of HPV tests is not straightforward, as these 
measures are dependent on knowledge of results of a �“Gold standard test�” that should 
reflect the truth. For clinical practice evaluation purposes, it is also more useful to 
consider test performances in relation to the desired properties of the test, rather than 
in relation to some form of laboratory standard. In the context of screening the desired 
purpose of testing is to reduce the risk of cervical cancer.  Two major conditions 
should be fulfilled:  

1. Negative women should have a low risk of developing cervical cancer. The duration 
of this low risk determines testing frequency and general cost-efficiency of a screening 
program.  

2. Positive women should have a high risk of developing cervical cancer. For positive 
women there should be a treatment and surveillance option that reduces their risk for 
cervical cancer. 

These basic criteria are more complicated than they may seem at a first glance. 
Whereas it is abundantly clear from a large amount of studies that HPV-negative 
women are at a very low risk to have high-grade CIN or cancer at the time they are 
tested, much less data exists regarding the duration of this low risk. A 1997 modelling 
study that assumed the duration of low risk lasts only 1 year, found that HPV screening 
was not advantageous over presently used programs, but would be both more effective 
and cost-effective if the low risk lasted for 10 years. Today, there exists a substantial 
amount of longitudinal evidence that has found that HPV-testing has indeed a long-term 
predictive value for future occurrence of high-grade CIN or cervical cancer 78, 79. None 
of these longitudinal studies has compared different HPV tests to determine which one 
has the best desirable test characteristics in providing a long-term protective effect 
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against cervical cancer, but it can be concluded that both one of the general primer PCR 
test systems and the Hybrid Capture II do confer at least some long-term protection. 

2.7.1.2 HPV nucleic acid detection systems 

Hybrid Capture�™ assay 

The majority of clinical research of HPV testing has used the first or second generation 
Hybrid Capture�™ assays  (Digene Corp., Gaithersburg, Maryland, USA).  The Hybrid 
Capture-II (HC2) is the only HPV test currently approved by the FDA for triage of 
women with equivocal cytology or for cervical cancer screening in combination with 
cytology after the age of 30. The HC system is a nucleic acid hybridization assay with 
signal amplification for the qualitative detection of DNA of high risk, cancer associated 
HPV types in cervical specimens. It cannot determine the specific HPV type present, 
since detection is performed with a combined probe mix 80. Detection of HPV DNA 
yields a light signal whose intensity is related to the viral load. The first HC assay (HC I) 
was a tube-based system for only nine high-risk HPV types: 16,18,31,33,35,45,51,52 and 
56. The second-generation assay (HC II), based on a microplate assay, targets 13 high-
risk types (16,18,31,33,35,39,45,51,52,56,58,59 and 68), indicated as probe A. There is 
another probe, probe B, targeting 5 low-risk HPV types (6,11,42,43and 44). 

HC2 is a kit containing the brush for sampling, a vial with specimen transport medium 
and the solution hybridization assay. This assay uses long synthetic RNA probes that are 
complementary to DNA sequence of the high-risk HPV types. 

This test has the obvious advantage of availability in a standardized kit format that can 
be used by most laboratories. The test has been used in several cross-sectional and 
longitudinal studies and has been shown to have a high sensitivity for detection of high-
grade CIN and cancer 80, 78, 30. 

A disadvantage is that the test does not provide the possibility to determine the HPV 
type in the sample. There is only an answer for presence or absence of oncogenic HPV, 
as the test hybridizes with a mixture of probes.  

The test has also been found to detect additional HPV types that cross-hybridise with 
the probe mix 81-83. Cross contamination with other high-risk types can be considered 
as beneficial but take-up of low-risk types clearly involves decrease in specificity 84.  A 
higher specificity with a negligible decrease in sensitivity was observed in European trials 
when increasing the cut-off from 1 to 2 pg/ml 85, 86.  However, in a high-risk population 
in Costa Rica the optimal cut-off was at 1pg/ml 87. 

Polymerase chain reaction (PCR) 

PCR is based on the repetitive replication of a target sequence of DNA flanked at each 
end by a pair of specific oligonucleotide primers, which initiate de polymerase-catalysed 
reaction. PCR has very high levels of molecular sensitivity and permits the detections of 
less than 10 copies of HPV DNA in a mixture. Therefore, PCR has a lower threshold of 
molecular detection for HPV DNA than the HC assay. The very high sensitivity of PCR 
is its very limiting factor in terms of clinical application. Molecular threshold does not 
correlate directly with clinical sensitivity and specificity 88. Because millions of copies of 
the DNA target can be produced from a single molecule, there is a high probability of 
contamination of other specimens and control samples with HPV sequences in airborne 
droplets and aerosolized reaction mixture. In fact, cross-contamination was a major 
problem in some early applications of PCR in HPV testing. 

General primer PCR based on the primer pair GP5+/GP6+ 

The GP5+/6+ polymerase chain reaction system is an extended version of the GP5/6 
PCR, which uses a simple pair of consensus primers. The GP5+/6+ test amplifies a 140 
bp region in the L1 gene and has shown a high sensitivity and specificity for prediction of 
high-grade CIN (Jacobs, 1997). The test has been developed to a simple, rapid enzyme 
immunoassay-PCR (EIA-PCR) format that is suitable for processing very large amounts 
of samples. An international validation study that was performed before the start of a 
primary HPV screening trial in Sweden found limited interlaboratory variation (Kappa 
statistics of at worst 0.88, at best 1.0) 89. 
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Comparison of reproducibility between different HPV tests in the same study found 
comparatively low agreement, implying that intermethod variability is considerably 
greater than intramethod interlaboratory variation. 

HPV typing of positive samples can be accomplished by several methods. The most 
commonly used method is reverse hybridization, originally reported by Forslund et al, 
1994, which hybridizes the labelled PCR products with HPV genomes or probes 
immobilized on membranes. Comparison of reproducibility of different HPV tests for 
determining the exact HPV type in the sample found unacceptably low agreements. At 
present, it cannot be investigated with certainty, which HPV types that it is cost-
effective to screen for, because meta-analyses of literature using different HPV typing 
methods cannot be performed. 

General primer MY09/11 system 

This PCR test amplifies a 450 bp region in the L1 gene. The test is presently used with 
an improved primer design (2 sets of non-degenerated PGMY09/11 primers), that has 
been found to have better consistency and better sensitivity for a broad range of HPV 
types than the original MY09/11 primers 90.   

There are several methodological studies that have compared this test to either the 
Hybrid Capture or the GP5+/GP6+ PCR system. The sensitivity for detection of 
cervical neoplasia appears to be about the same, but there is a disturbing amount of 
discrepant results. Qu et al found an overall agreement of 0.79 (kappa statistic) 91 and 
Elfgren et al reported a kappa statistic of 0.68 when comparing MY09/11 and 
GP5+/GP6+ 89. Peyton et al found a kappa of 0.58 when comparing MY09/11 and Hybrid 
Capture 81. 

Part of the discrepancies, but only part, can be explained by differential sensitivities for 
certain HPV types 92, 93. For instance, the MY09/11 primers are less sensitive for 
amplification of HPV 35 and GP5+/GP6+ are less sensitive for amplifying HPV 53 and 61 
94. 

There is also a striking difference in the amount of samples that are simultaneously 
positive for several HPV types by the different systems, with MY09/11 assays reporting 
much more multiple HPV positivities 95. The difference is based on the fact that GP uses 
one consensus primer pair that will selectively bind with highest affinity in the first 
amplification round to one HPV type in a mixture, whereas a mix of primers allows 
binding of different types with comparable affinity at the same type.  

SPF10 PCR 

The SPF10 PCR amplifies a DNA sequence of only 65 bp from a highly conserved region 
of the viral L1 gene 96, 97.  Given the shortage of the amplicon, the analytical sentivity is 
very high, but for the same reason type discrimination is complex 98.  SPF10 
amplification was shown to be useful for HPV DNA testing in archived smears, where 
parts of the viral genome can be damaged .  It is also used included in the LiPA HPV 
typing system (see below). 

Amplicor Human Papillomavirus Test 

The Amplicor Human Papillomavirus Test (Roche Molecular Diagnostics) is the first 
commercially available PCR kit.  It uses a nondegenerate set of primers that targets a 
short 170 bp fragment of the L1 gene of the same 13 high-risk HPV types as included in 
Hybrid Capture II assay.  The kit employs the TaqGold DNA polymerase, which 
minimizes non-specific amplification and increases sensitivity 98.  Since it targets only a 
short DNA sequence, analytical sensitivity is higher than systems targeting longer 
fragments. The Amplicor kit has obtained the CE label in 2004, FDA submission is 
planned 2006.   
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Real time PCR 

In real-time PCR (RT-PCR), fluorescein bound to the primer, is released by the 5'-
exonuclease activity of the Taq DNA polymerase.  The intensity of fluorescence is 
directly proportional to the amount of amplified DNA and is measured in real-time by 
an automated fluorometer.  It therefore allows a precise estimate of the quantity of 
target DNA that is present in a sample 99, 100.  RT PCR can also be applied in multiplex 
format, where presence of and viral load of multiple HPV types can be assessed 
simultaneously and with control of amount of input DNA 101, 102 

HPV DNA typing methods 

After PCR amplification, distinction of HPV types by can be achieved by hybridisation 
with type-specific probes using a variety of formats such as line strip assays and micro-
titre plates 98.  Van den Brulle developed a reverse line blot analysis enabling rapid and 
high-throughput identification of 37 human papillomavirus genotypes after GP5+/GP6+ 
amplification 103.  The LiPA HPV genotyping kit (Innogenetics, Gent, Belgium), is a 
commercially available line probe assay allowing detection of 25 HPV genotypes after 
SPF-10 PCR amplification 104. Identification of types can be done with PCR using type-
specific primers which often target DNA sequences of the viral E genes.   

DNA micro-array chips 

In the DNA microarray detection system developed by Biomedlab Company (Seoul, 
South-Korea) type specific oligonucleotide probes and a control probe for beta-globine 
DNA are fixed to a slide.  The sample is first submitted to PCR amplification in the 
presence of fluoresceinated nucleotides.  The amplicons are subsequently hybridised on 
the slide and laser-scanned 105.   

Detection of viral oncogene transcripts 

Viral mRNA can be detected using (nested) real-time-PCR (nRT-PCR) or nucleic acid 
sequence based amplification assay (NASBA) 106, 107.  Presence of viral mRNA transcripts 
coding for the oncoproteins E6 and E7 from high-risk papilloma viruses might be a more 
specific predictor of progressive infection than simple presence of HPV DNA 108, 109.  A 
commercial kit exists (PreTect HPV-Proofer, NorChip AS, Kokkastua, Norway) which 
detects E6 mRNA from HPV 16 and E7 mRNA from the HPV types 18, 31, 33 and 45.  

Presence of E6 and E7 mRNA and absence of viral E2 DNA (negative test result on 
consensus-PCR) indicates integration of viral DNA in the human genome yielding 
enhanced transcription of the E6-E7 sequence.  Molden found rates of HPV-Proofer 
positivity and presence of HPV DNA (measured with GP5/6+ consensus PCR and type 
specific PCR) that increased with severity of cytological or histological cervical 
abnormality 110.  Nevertheless, lower proportions of mRNA-positive results were 
observed in normal cases, ASCUS, and LSIL, which could be interpreted as a possible 
increase in specificity compared to HPV DNA testing. 

2.7.1.3 Applications of HPV testing 

Detection of high-risk HPV DNA is considered to be potentially useful in three clinical 
applications: first as a primary screening test, solely or in combination with a Pap smear 
to detect cervical cancer precursors; further as a triage test to select women showing 
minor cytological lesions in their Pap smears needing referral for diagnosis and 
treatment and, finally, as a follow-up test for women treated for high-grade intra-
epithelial lesion with local ablative or excisional therapy to predict cure or failure of 
treatment 111.   

In this chapter we will summarize and update recently conducted meta-analyses and 
systematic reviews which synthesize current knowledge on the performance of HPV 
DNA testing in each of these 3 clinical applications 3. 
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2.7.2 Performance in triage of minor cytological abnormalities 

A first meta-analysis 112, 113 concerned the cross-sectional accuracy of HPV DNA testing  
to triage women with an index smear showing ASCUS (atypical squamous cells of 
undetermined significance) or AGUS (atypical squamous cells of undetermined 
significance) for detecting histologically confirmed cervical intraepithelial neoplasia of 
grade II or worse disease (CIN2+). 

Studies were included if the high-risk probe cocktail of the Hybrid Capture II assay was 
applied to women with a prior ASCUS result and if presence or absence of cervical 
intra-epithelial was verified by colposcopy and subsequent biopsy and/or endocervical 
curettage when colposcopy indicated. Data from two of the three trial arms of the 
ASCUS-LSIL triage study (ALTS) were included as well: those referred to colposcopy 
and those triaged by Hybrid Capture II 114. We computed sensitivity and specificity for 
two outcome thresholds, CIN 2 or worse and CIN3 or worse (CIN3+), based on the 
histological result of the biopsy and assuming that a negative colposcopic impression 
corresponds with absence of high-grade CIN.  For studies, where also the result of a 
repeat Pap smear was documented, we assessed the ratio of the sensitivity and 
specificity of HPV testing relative to repeat cytology, using 3 different cytological cut-
offs: ASCUS+, LSIL+ (low-grade squamous intra-epithelial lesion or worse) and HSIL+ 
(high-grade squamous intra-epithelial lesion or worse).  Random effect models were 
used for meta-analytical pooling 115. 

A similar second meta-analysis included studies fulfilling the same criteria but where 
women with cytological findings of LSIL were enrolled 116. 

2.7.2.1 Triage of atypical cells of undetermined significance 

Absolute accuracy 

We retrieved 20 studies, where the accuracy of HC2 for triage of women with findings 
of ASCUS could be assessed 117-123, 114, 124-131, 77, 132-134. On average, in 9.7% (95% CI: 7.7-
11.71%) and 4.3% (95% CI: 2.7-5.9%) of cases, underlying CIN2+ or CIN3+ was found 
Table 7. The variation of the accuracy of HC2 triage in detecting these high-grade CIN 
is displayed in the forest plots in Figure 3. Overall, HC2 had a sensitivity of 92.5% (95% 
CI: 90.1-94.9%) and 95.6% (95% CI: 92.8-98.4%) for detecting respectively CIN2+ or 
CIN3+.  The pooled specificity was 62.5% (95% CI: 57.8-67.3%) when the outcome was 
CIN2+ and 59.3% (51.2-67.4%) for CIN3+.  Inter-study heterogeneity was not 
statistically significant for sensitivity but very significant for specificity. Between 23 and 
57% of women tested positive (pooled rate of 42.2; 95% CI: 38.1-46.3%). 
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Figure 3. Meta-analyses of the accuracy of ASCUS triage to detect 
histologically confirmed high-grade CIN using the Hybrid Capture 2 assay in 
standard conditions (Relative light unit [RLU]>1).  A) sensitivity for CIN2+, 
B) sensitivity for CIN3+, C) specificity for CIN2+,  D) specificity for CIN3+ 
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Relative accuracy 

In seven studies, where also a repeat Pap smear was taken, the sensitivity of HC2 was 
on average 14% higher than cytology, considering ASCUS or worse as a positive result, 
for detection of CIN2+ (ratio: 1.14; 95% CI: 1.08-1.20) see Figure 4. HC2 and cytology 
triage showed a similar specificity (ratio: 0.99; 95% CI: 0.88-1.10). 

Triage of ASCUS. Outome: CIN 3+
HC2, RLU >1

Specificity
0 .1 .2 .3 .4 .5 .6 .7 .8 .9 1

 Combined

Kiatpongsan, 2006

 Andersson, 2005

 Wensveen, 2003

 Lonky, 2003
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 Pretorius, 2002

Kulasingam, 2002

 Zielinski, 2001
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Triage of ASCUS
ratio of sensitivity (HC2/cytology)

Sensitivity ratio
.3 .5 1 2 3

 Ratio
 (95% CI)

 1.17 (1.00,1.38) Manos, 1999

 1.25 (0.78,2.01) Bergeron, 2000

 1.20 (0.59,2.45) Lytwyn, 2000

 1.21 (0.89,1.66) Morin, 2001

 1.13 (1.07,1.19) Solomon, 2001

 1.15 (0.89,1.48) Kulasingam, 2002

 1.00 (0.49,2.05) Andersson, 2005

 1.14 (1.08,1.20) Overall (95% CI)

Triage of ASCUS
ratio of specificity (HC2/cytology)

Specificity ratio
.1 .3 .5 1 2 3

 Ratio
 (95% CI)

 1.01 (0.94,1.08) Manos, 1999

 0.86 (0.70,1.05) Bergeron, 2000

 1.12 (0.81,1.56) Lytwyn, 2000

 1.18 (1.06,1.31) Morin, 2001

 1.08 (1.01,1.16) Solomon, 2001

 0.76 (0.66,0.88) Kulasingam, 2002

 0.89 (0.64,1.24) Andersson, 2005

 0.99 (0.88,1.10) Overall (95% CI)

 

Figure 4. Ratio of the sensitivity (at left) of triage of women with ASCUS 
using the HC2 assay over the sensitivity of repeat cytology, considering 
ASCUS or worse as positivity criterion, to detect histologically confirmed 
CIN2 or worse disease.  At right: ratio of the specificity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

The updated meta-analysis corroborates the conclusions from previous reviews 
indicating improved cross-sectional accuracy of HPV triage of ASCUS cases using the 
HC II assay in comparison with repeat cytology for detection of high-grade CIN.   

The ALTS provided also longitudinal data by following women with an original report of 
ASCUS every 6 months over a period of 2 years with serial cytology 72.  At the end all 
women were submitted to colposcopy and biopsies were taken when CIN was 
suspected colposcopically.   The 2-year cumulative diagnosis of CIN3 was 8 to 9% in all 
the 3 study arms.  After controlling for imperfect colposcopy, HPV testing at enrolment 
showed as sensitivity of 92% for present or developing CIN3+, whereas 53% (CI: 51-
55%) of women required reference for colposcopy 72.  Three successive repeat smears 
considering HSIL as positivity criterion, showed a sensitivity of only 60%, referring 12% 
(CI: 10-14%) to colposcopy.  When ASCUS+ was the cut-off, the sensitivity of repeat 
cytology was 97% (CI: 94-100%), which referred 73% (70-75%) to colposcopy.  To 
conclude, serial cytology every six months, considering the cut-off of ASCUS or worse, 
is as sensitive as one reflex HPV DNA testing immediately after a first observation of 
ASCUS.  Nevertheless, the high sensitivity of repeat cytology is conditioned by the 
compliance with multiple follow-up visits and involves high costs for more referral 
colposcopy.  

HPV triage is not very specific (pooled estimate of 63%, range 37-80%), but neither is 
cytology triage at cut-off of ASCUS (pooled estimate of 62%, range 37-76%) 116.  The 
specificity of ASCUS triage largely depends on age. Only a few authors provided data on 
specificity of HPV triage, stratified by age-group. Unfortunately, due to different 
definition of the strata, no pooling was possible (Arbyn, 2006, submitted manuscript).  
Sherman found a specificity for excluding CIN2+ of 34% , 41% and 52% in the age 
groups 18 to 22, 23 to 28 and 29 and older 20; and Shlay reported a specificity of 57% 
and 84% in women being respectively younger or older than 30 years 121.  It was also 
noted in the ALTS that the average size of high-grade CIN lesions, detected in excess by 
HC2, was smaller than those detected as consequence of a HSIL finding 135.  Moreover, 
the higher 2-year cumulative incidence of CIN2 in the HPV triage arm compared to the 
cytology triage arm (p=0.005), and the nearly equal cumulative incidence of CIN3 in 
both arms (p=0.72) are suggestive for some degree of lead time bias, (early detection of 
lesions with a lower probably of progression) 72. 
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Table 7. Summary of meta-analyses on the test performance of HPV DNA testing using HC2 or PCR in 3 possible clinical applications: 
triage of minor cytological abnormalities (ASCUS, or LSIL), prediction of residual or recurrent CIN after treatment and primary cervical 
cancer screening. Sensitivity and specificity (pooled estimate, p value for inter-study heterogeneity and range (minimum and maximum 
observed value) to detect histologically confirmed CIN2+ or CIN3+, pooled test positivity rate, and prevalence of CIN 3. 

     Sensitivity Specificity T+ rate Prevalence 

Application Test 
Test 
cut-off Outcome Studies 

 pooled 
estimate   
(95% CI) P Range (%) 

 pooled 
estimate   
(95% CI) p Range (%)  pooled estimates   (95% CI) 

Triage ASCUS HC2 1pg/mL CIN2+ 20 92.5 (90.1-94.9) 0.27 60-100 62.5 (57.8-67.3) 0.00 37-80 42.2 (38.1-46.3) 9.7 (7.7-11.7) 

   CIN3+ 8 95.6 (92.6-98.4) 0.91 75-100 59.3 (51.2-67.4) 0.00 49-70  4.3 (2.7-5.9) 

Triage LSIL HC2 1pg/mL CIN2+ 10  97.2 (95.6-98.9) 0.79 89-100 28.6 (22.2-35.0) 0.00 19-44 76.6 (70.9-82.3) 18.8 (12.4-25.2) 

   CIN3+ 5 97.0 (93.9-100) 0.99 97-100 21.6 (16.6-26.6) 0.01 17-27  9.2 (7.0-11.4) 

Prediction 
treatment 
failure HC2/ PCR diverse 

Recurrent 
CIN* 16 94.4 (90.9-97.9) 0.41 67-100 75.0 (68.7-81.4) 0.00 44-100 32.4 (23.6-41.2)* 10.2 (6.7-13.8) 

1ary screening HC2 1pg/mL CIN2+ 16 89.5 (851-93.1) 0.00 50-100 87.5 (85.0-89.9) 0.00 61-95 14.2 (11.3-17.1) 2.3 (1.8-2.8) 

   CIN2+ 6** 97.9 (95.9-99.9) 0.22 84-100 91.3 (89.5-93.1) 0.00 85-95 9.9 (7.8-12.0) 1.2 (0.8-1.5) 

   CIN3+ 8/7 89.0 (82.5-95.5) 0.00 62-98 90.8 (88.4-93.2) 0.00 84-95  1.0 (0.7-1.2) 

 PCR +signal CIN2+ 6 80.9 (70.0-91.7) 0.01 64-95 94.7 (92.5-96.9) 0.00 79-99 7.3 (4.4-10.3) 2.5 (1.3-3.6) 

 HC2 & cytology 

1pg/mL or 
ASCUS+ CIN2+ 6*** 99.2 (97.4-100) 0.95 98-100 87.3 (87.3-90.4) 0.00 69-94 14.5 (11.0-18.1) 1.2 (0.8-1.5) 

*If multiple visits per patient were documented, values from the visit near 6 months after treatment were chosen for pooling. 
**Restricted to studies conducted in North-America or Europe 
***After exclusion of studies conducted in India and Zimbabwe 136, 137 
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Triage of LSIL
ratio of sensitivity (HC2/cytology)

Sensitivity ratio
.3 .5 1 2 3

 Ratio
 (95% CI)

 0.93 (0.80,1.07) Bergeron, 2000

 3.00 (0.61,14.86) Lytwyn, 2000

 1.30 (1.05,1.60) Kulasingam, 2002

 1.05 (1.01,1.10) Sherman, 2002

 1.07 (0.92,1.25) Overall (95% CI)

Triage of LSIL
ratio of specificity (HC2/cytology)

Specificity ratio
.1 .3 .5 1 2 3

 Ratio
 (95% CI)

 0.97 (0.79,1.17) Bergeron, 2000

 0.49 (0.22,1.07) Lytwyn, 2000

 0.29 (0.19,0.42) Kulasingam, 2002

 0.82 (0.66,1.01) Sherman, 2002

 0.60 (0.36,0.99) Overall (95% CI)

 

2.7.2.2 Triage of low-grade squamous intraepithelial lesions 

Absolute accuracy 

The sensitivity of HC2 triage of women with an index smear showing LSIL was very 
high: 97.2% (95% CI: 95.6-98.9%), pooled from 10 studies for the outcome of CIN2+ 118, 

120, 123-125, 127, 20, 128, 138, 77 and 97.0% (95% CI: 93.9-100%), pooled from 5 studies for CIN3+ 
124, 125, 127, 20, 138. However its specificity was very low: 28.6% (95% CI: 22.2-35.0%) for 
CIN2+ and 21.6% (95% CI: 16.6-26.6%) for CIN3+ (Table 5). 

Histologically confirmed CIN2+ and CIN3+ were present in respectively 18.8% (95% CI: 
1.24-25.2) and 9.2% (95% CI: 7.0-11.4).  The very large majority of women with LSIL 
had a positive HC2 result: pooled estimate of 76.6% (95% CI: 70.9-82.3%; range: 58-
85%). 

Relative accuracy 

The sensitivity of HC2 triage to detect CIN2+ was not significantly higher than that of 
repeat cytology at cut-off ASCUS: ratio of 1.07 (CI: 0.92-1.25).  However the specificity 
of HC2 testing was substantially and statistically significantly lower: ratio of 0.60 (95% 
CI: 0.36-0.99). 

Figure 5. Ratio of the sensitivity (at left) of triage of women with LSIL using 
the HC2 assay over the sensitivity of repeat cytology, considering ASCUS or 
worse as positivity criterion, to detect histologically confirmed CIN2 or 
worse disease.  At right: ratio of specificity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

LSIL usually is the manifestation of a productive HPV infection with low potential of 
neoplastic transformation 139. Therefore HPV DNA testing nearly always yields positive 
results, limiting its capacity to distinguish between cases with or without underlying or 
developing severe lesions.  The proportion of LSIL women with a positive HC2 test 
observed in the studies included in our review ranged from 59% to 88%. The test 
positivity rates were consistently higher than in ASCUS. Enrolment of LSIL women in 
the ALTS trial was interrupted early because 83% was HPV positive 140.  Moss found 
89% positive HC2 results in women with mild dyskaryosis Pap smears younger than 35, 
69% in women between 35 and 49 years and 51% in women aging 50 or older 141.  The 
specificity for the outcome CIN2+ in the ALTS study was respectively 16% in women 
younger than 29 and 30% in women of 29 years or older 20.  Given its low specificity, 
the American Society for Colposcopy and Cervical Pathology (ASCCP) does not 
recommend reflex HPV triage, but proposes to refer to colposcopy.  If colposcopy 
and/or biopsy are normal or only reveal CIN1, an HPV test 12 months after the initial 
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LSIL smear is recommended.  In the Netherlands, Bais and Berkhof showed that delayed 
HPV and repeat cytology testing in patients with borderline or mild dyskaryosis after 6 
and 18 months is both safe and more cost-effective than immediate HPV triage 142, 143.  
Postponing triage, allows viral clearance which over a period of 6 to 12 months can vary 
from 18% to 45% 142 and therefore reduces the need for colposcopy. It should however 
be remarked that clearance of HPV decreases with increasing age.  

2.7.3 Performance in follow-up after treatment 

In a third systematic review, we synthesized data on the capacity of HPV testing to 
predict residual or recurrent CIN in women treated for high-grade cervical lesions 116. 
Studies were included if the following conditions were fulfilled: a) women were treated 
for CIN2+ using local ablative or surgical procedures, b) they were subsequently tested 
for HPV DNA over varying times after treatment, c) the histological status of the 
section margins were described and/or cytological follow-up results were available, and 
d) the final eventual outcome, occurrence or absence of residual or recurrent CIN was 
documented. 

Absolute accuracy 

Sixteen studies were identified that matched inclusion criteria 144-159.  Studies were 
heterogeneous with respect to design, timing of visits, choice of HPV testing methods 
and the assessment of disease status at entry and end of follow-up. Treatment failure, 
expressed in terms of residual or recurrent CIN, occurred on average in 10.2% (95% 
CI: 6.7-13.8) of treated cases.  The sensitivity of HPV DNA detection in predicting 
treatment failure ranged from 67% to 100% and was on average 94.4% (95% CI: 90.9-
97.9%). The specificity of HPV testing for predicting treatment success was statistically 
very heterogeneous among studies and varied between 44% and 100%.  Therefore, the 
pooled specificity of 75.0% (95% CI: 68.7-81.4) cannot be considered as a good 
summary of all studies.   

Relative accuracy 

Overall, HPV DNA detection after treatment predicted residual or recurrent CIN with 
significantly higher sensitivity (ratio: 1.16; 95% CI: 1.02-1.33) and not-significantly lower 
specificity (ratio: 0.96; 95% CI: 0.91-1.01) than follow-up cytology (see Figure 6). In 
studies where lesions were treated by excision, HPV testing predicted treatment 
outcome with higher sensitivity and even with higher specificity in comparison with the 
histological assessment of the section margins, (relative sensitivity: 1.31 [95% CI: 1.11-
1.55]; relative specificity: 1.05 [95% CI: 0.96-1.15]).  These differences were significant 
for the sensitivity but not for specificity. 
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Prediction of treatment failure
HPV/Cytology

Sensitivity ratio
.33 .5 .67 1 1.5 2 3

 Combined

 Hernadi, 2005
 Sarian, 2004
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 Zielinski, 2003
 Bar-Am, 2003
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Prediction of treatment success
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 Hernadi, 2005
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Figure 6. Ratio of the sensitivity and specificity of HPV DNA testing 
compared cytology to predict residual or recurrent cervical disease after 
local treatment of CIN. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

Women treated for CIN must be followed regularly to monitor the eventual outcome.  
The treatment failure rate, evaluated over two years or less, varied from 0% to 36% 
with an average around 10%.  The risk of recurrent CIN is higher in women older than 
50 years 160, 161, which is consistent with the observation that viral persistence increases 
with age 162. There is no consensus regarding the necessary duration of the post 
treatment surveillance. Recently pooled long term follow-up data indicate that treated 
women are still at increased risk for subsequent invasive cervical cancer compared to 
the general population during at least 10 years and maybe up to 20 years after 
treatment 163, 164.  Finding an indicator that predicts successful outcome allowing 
shortening the follow-up period would be particularly helpful. Currently available data 
suggest that HPV testing picks up residual disease quicker and with higher sensitivity and 
similar specificity compared to follow-up cytology or the histological assessment of the 
section margins.  A negative HPV test result probably allows shortening the post 
treatment surveillance period but still insufficient long term data are available to present 
detailed evidence-based follow-up algorithms.  Zielinski proposed combined cytology 
and HPV testing at 6 and 24 months after treatment and referral back to 5-yearly 
routine screening if all examinations are negative 165. 

2.7.4 Performance in primary screening 

In the final meta-analysis, the accuracy of HPV DNA screening in identifying 
asymptomatic women with cervical squamous or glandular intraepithelial neoplasia 
grade II, III or cancer was compared with cytological screening.  Two types of study 
design were considered: concomitant testing with cervical cytology and HPV virology 
and randomised clinical trials where women were assigned to cytology, HPV testing or 
combined testing. We considered only studies where viral testing was done using the 
high-risk probe cocktail of the Hybrid Capture II assay (Digene Corp., Gaithersburg, 
Maryland, USA) or a general PCR test system (with consensus primers GP5+/6+, or 
degenerated primers MY09/011 or PGMY09/11) followed by identification of at least 13 
oncogenic HPV types.   

Often, only women being cytologically or virologically positive were submitted to gold 
standard verification with colposcopy and colposcopically directed punch biopsies, 
excision biopsy or endocervical curettage.  This design includes a serious risk of 
verification or work-up bias yielding an overestimation of the absolute sensitivity and an 
underestimation of the specificity 166.  In certain studies, a random sample of screen 
negative women, in addition to screen-positive women, was referred for colposcopy, 
allowing adjustment for verification bias.  In a few studies all screened women were 
colposcopied.  We assessed absolute sensitivity and specificity for underlying CIN2+ 
and CIN3+, for HC2 and PCR separately from studies with concomitant testing.   



34   Cervical cancer screening and HPV KCE reports vol.38 

We also pooled the relative sensitivity and specificity of HPV testing compared to 
cytology and of the combination of both cytology and HPV testing compared to each 
test alone.  The evaluation of these relative accuracy measures offers the advantage that 
all types of studies �– involving concomitant testing with complete or incomplete 
verification and randomised trials - can be included.  

Summary ROC curve (sROC) regression was performed to assess the impact of study 
characteristics on the diagnostic odds ratio 167. 

Absolute accuracy 

We retrieved 24 cross-sectional studies where women were tested concomitantly with 
a Pap smear and an HPV assay in the framework of primary screening 168-171, 87, 172, 173, 136, 

174-176, 125, 177, 178, 54, 85, 179, 180, 137, 181-184. The trials, carried out in three different areas in India 
but described in one report were considered as separate studies 137.  In 10 studies, 
women were referred for confirmation of disease status only when at least one 
screening test was positive. In 8 studies a random sample of screen negatives was 
referred allowing adjustment for verification bias, whereas in 6 other studies, all 
enrolled subjects were submitted to colposcopy with biopsy if colposcopically 
suspicious.  In addition, the base-line results of 2 randomized clinical trials comparing 
HPV versus cytology based screening were included in the meta-analyses of the relative 
sensitivity 185, 186.   

Overall, the sensitivity of HC2 for finding underlying high grade intra-epithelial neoplasia 
was 89.3% (95% CI: 85.2-93.4%) but varied over a large range between 50% 137 and 
100% 174 (see Table 7).  The observed sensitivity of HC2 was extremely low in the three 
cross-sectional studies conducted in India: respectively 50, 70 and 80% 137, and was also 
lower than average in other developing countries (81% in Zimbabwe 136 , 83% in Brazil 
184, 88% in South-Africa 170).  However, the sensitivity for CIN2+ was consistently high in 
six studies conducted in Europe and North-America: pooled estimate of 97.9% (95% CI: 
95.9-99.9%; p for inter-study heterogeneity = 0.22) 171, 174, 54, 85, 179, 183.  

The pooled specificity of HC2 in excluding high-grade cervical pre-cancer was 87.8% 
(95% CI: 85.5-90.0%; range: 81-95%).  In North-America and Europe, the pooled 
specificity was higher: 91.3% (95%: 89.5-93.1%; range: 85-95%).     

In six studies, a PCR system was used for detecting HPV DNA sequences 168, 169, 172, 175, 176, 

125.  Its pooled sensitivity for CIN2+ (80.9%; 95%: 70.0-91.7%) was lower, but its pooled 
specificity (94.7%; 95%: 92.5-96.9%) was higher compared to the HC2 assay.  
Nevertheless, given the use of different primers and detection of amplified sequences, 
this conclusion cannot be generalized.  For instance: the sensitivity was 95% in a 
German study where GP5+/GP6+ primers were used followed by hybridization with a 
cocktail of oligonucleotides of 14 high risk HPV types 172 and only 64% in a British study 
where the PCR/Sharp assay was used (MY09/MY11 primers, hybridisation with 10 high-
risk types) 169. 

The sensitivity and specificity of the combination of the HC2 assay and cytology, 
considering ASCUS as cut-off for positivity, for detecting CIN2+, pooled from the 6 
North-American and European studies, was 99.2% (95% CI: 97.4-100%, p=0.95) and 
87.3% (84.2-90.4%) respectively.  Overall, 14.5% (95% CI: 11.0-18.1%) of screened 
women showed a positive result for at least one test.    

The accuracy of HPV DNA testing with the purpose of finding CIN2 or CIN3 or 
cervical cancer, showed substantial and statistically very significant heterogeneity, even 
when separated by type of HPV test system.  The simultaneous variation of the 
sensitivity and specificity of HPV DNA testing is shown in the sROC curve in Figure 7. 
Studies conducted in Europe or North-America, where HC2 was used, are clustered in 
the upper right corner of the ROC space.   The area under the sROC curve was 96.1% 
(95% CI: 94.2-97.5%).  The main factor that explained heterogeneity was the 
geographical continent.  The diagnostic odds ratio (DOR) did not vary significantly by 
completeness of gold standard verification, indicating that verification bias was limited. 
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Figure 7. Sensitivity of HPV DNA detection to predict presence of CIN2 as a 
function of FPR.  Observed sensitivity: green squares: European/N-American 
studies with HC2; green circles: other studies with HC2; red x: studies with 
PCR; full line: fitted sensitivity, obtained by sROC regression; interrupted 
line: 95% CI around the sROC curve. 
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Relative accuracy  

In, Figure 8, we compare the sensitivity of HC2 with that of cytology at ASCUS+ or 
LSIL+ from 18 studies including 2 randomized trials, where the outcome was CIN2+.  
Overall, the sensitivity of HC2 was 23% (95% CI: 13-23%) higher. In one randomized 
trial (India), the detection rate of CIN2+ was lower in the HPV screened arm compared 
to the cytology arm.  In all other studies, the sensitivity of HC2 was higher, varying from 
+1% to +115%.  The pooled specificity of HC2 was overall 6% lower than cytology 
(ratio: 0.94; 95% CI: 0.92-0.96%; range: 0.67-1.09) (see Table 8). PCR was also more 
sensitive than cytology for detecting CIN2+ (ratio: 1.25; 95% CI: 0.95-1.63) but this 
difference was not significant due to the huge heterogeneity among studies.  The highest 
values of relative sensitivity were observed in Germany (1.63 172 and 2.15 179), which was 
due to the poor sensitivity of cytology. 
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Figure 8. Relative sensitivity of HPV DNA primary screening using the high-
risk probe of the HC2 assay to detect high-grade cervical neoplasia 
compared to cytological screening using ASCUS or worse as positivity 
criterion (excepted in two studies [Blumenthal, 2001; Sarian, 2005] where 
LSIL was the cytological cut-off). 

HC2 at >1pg/mL / Cytology at ASCUS+ or LSIL+
Outcome: CIN2+

Sensitivity ratio
.33 .5 1 2 3

 Ratio
 (95% CI)

 1.09 (0.96,1.25) Kuhn, 2000
 1.33 (0.90,1.98) Ratnam, 2000
 1.14 (1.02,1.27) Schiffman, 2000
 1.01 (0.94,1.09) Belinson, 2001
 1.73 (1.48,2.03) Blumenthal, 2001
 1.24 (1.12,1.38) Clavel, 2001
 1.10 (1.05,1.14) Belinson, 2003
 1.09 (0.95,1.25) Coste, 2003
 1.16 (1.05,1.28) Cuzick, 2003
 2.25 (1.61,3.14) Petry, 2003
 1.57 (1.32,1.86) Salmeron, 2003
 1.17 (0.77,1.79) Sankaranarayanan, K1, 2004
 1.02 (0.79,1.32) Sankaranarayanan, M, 2004
 1.04 (0.82,1.32) Sankaranarayanan, T2, 2004
 1.67 (1.38,2.01) Bigras, 2005
 1.45 (0.68,3.13) Kotaniemi, 2005
 0.87 (0.77,0.99) Sankaranarayan, 2005
 1.41 (1.18,1.68) Sarian, 2005

 1.23 (1.13,1.33) Overall (95% CI)

 
The combination of cytology with HC2 was respectively 45% (95% CI: 1.31-1.60) and 
39% (95% CI: 11-73%) higher for the detection of respectively CIN2+ or CIN 3+ than 
cytology alone (at cut-off ASCUS+), whereas the specificity was 7% lower (95% CI: 6-
8%).  

Adding a Pap smear to the HC2 test and considering ASCUS or worse as a positive 
cytological result increased the sensitivity of HC2 for CIN2+ or CIN3+ with 7% and 4% 
respectively, but resulted in a loss in specificity of 5% (95% CI: 4-6%) and 7% (95% CI: 5-
9%).



KCE reports vol.38  Cervical cancer screening and HPV 37 

Table 8. Relative accuracy of virological versus cytological screening or of combined screening versus testing with one test in order to find 
underlying CIN2 or CIN3 or worse 

Comparison Outcome Relative sensitivity Range Relative specificity Range # studies 

HC2/cyto (ASCUS+) CIN2+ 1.19 (1.11-1.29) 0.97-2.25 0.97 (0.96-0.98) 0.86-1.10 14 

HC2/cyto (LSIL+)  1.39 (1.30-1.48) 1.09-2.35 0.89 (0.88-0.91) 0.67-0.98 11 

HC2/cyto (ASCUS/LSIL+)  1.23 (1.13-1.33) 0.87-2.25 0.94 (0.92-0.96) 0.67-1.10 18/16* 

PCR/cyto (ASCUS+)  1.25 (0.95-1.63) 0.75-3.57 0.99 (0.96-1.02) 0.86-1.08 6 

PCR/cyto (LSIL+)   1.61 (0.84-3.09) 0.82-5.10 0.92 (0.89-0.95) 0.89-1.00 3 
                  

HC2/cyto (ASCUS+) CIN3+ 1.28 (1.12-1.47) 0.97-2.12 1.00 (0.99-1.01) 0.96-1.10 7 

HC2/cyto (LSIL+)   1.37  (1.14-1.64) 0.97-2.32 0.93 (0.91-0.95) 0.85-0.98 7 
         

Cyto (ASC+) & HC2/Cyto (ASCUS+) CIN2+ 1.45 (1.31-1.60) 1.06-2.30 0.93 (0.92-0.94) 0.89-0.96 9 

Cyto (ASC+) & HC2/Cyto (ASCUS+) CIN3+ 1.39 (1.11-1.73) 1.02-2.18 0.93 (0.92-0.94) 0.89-0.95 6 
         

Cyto (ASCUS+) & HC2/HC2+ CIN2+ 1.07 (1.06-1.08) 1.02-1.37 0.95 (0.94-0.96)  0.81-0.99 9 

Cyto (ASCUS+) & HC2/HC2+ CIN3+ 1.04 (1.03-1.04) 1.02-1.17 0.93 (0.91-0.95) 0.81-0.99 6 

* The meta-analysis of relative sensitivity includes 2 RCTs, the meta-analysis of relative specificity does not include RCTs 
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Discussion 

A consistently high sensitivity for high-grade CIN was demonstrated for HC2 in the six 
North American and European studies (pooled average: 98%), whereas the sensitivity in 
India, Zimbabwe and South-Africa, was substantially lower (range: 50-88%).  In these last 
countries, visual inspection of the cervix after application of diluted acetic acid (VIA) 
was also included in the screening trials.  A certain amount of misclassification of the 
final cervical status due to the use of an imperfect colposcopy-based gold standard, 
correlated to VIA, cannot be excluded 187.  Presence of oncogenic HPV types, not 
included in the HC2 probe cocktail is another possibility to explain the low sensitivity of 
HPV testing.  Nevertheless, this last possibility looks less probable given our current 
knowledge of HPV type distribution in high-grade cervical intraepithelial neoplasia and 
cancer in Africa and Asia 188-190. 

Based on the accuracy data from 9 of the 18 cross-sectional studies included our meta-
analyses, and considering also longitudinal results form the Portland study, the Food and 
Drugs administration approved the use of high-risk probe cocktail of HC2 as an adjunct 
to cervical cytology screening in women age 30 years or more.  In the Portland study, 
the longitudinal sensitivity to predict subsequent CIN3+ within 5 year or 10 years was 
respectively 49% and 35% for cytology screening, 75% and 64% for HC2-based 
screening and 86% and 72% for combined cytological and virological testing. The 5-year 
cumulative risk of CIN3, was 4.4% for women being HC2-positive at base-line whereas 
only 0.24% among women with a negative HC2-test and 0.16% when both the HC2-test 
and Pap smear were negative 191. The longitudinal negative predictive value of a 
combined negative test, computed over a 5-year period, was very high: 99.91% (95% CI: 
99.85-99.95%).  This means that 9 over 10,000 (95% CI: 5-15/10,000), will develop 
CIN3+ over a 5 year period in spite of a double negative test. In women having only a 
negative Pap smear, this risk is 30/10 000 screened women (95% CI: 23-38/10 000).    

The ASCCP recommends adding HPV testing to cytology screening after the age of 30 
at an interval of 3 year if both tests are negative 192. When HC2 is positive and cytology 
is normal, a repetition of both tests after 6 to 12 months is proposed.  The woman 
should be referred to colposcopy if results of either test are positive.   

In Europe, however, use of HPV tests is currently not included in the basic screening 
policy.  The results of ongoing randomized screening trials are waited for, where 
cytology screening is compared with HPV screening or combined cytology and HPV 
screening. The main postulated outcome of these trials is a reduction in cumulative 
incidence of CIN3 3-to 5 years after screening among HPV-negative compared to 
cytology-negative women 193.  The results on these endpoints will be published in the 
period 2006-2008.  Meanwhile the Pap smear continues to be the standard screen test 
in the European Union 194. 

Age plays a tremendously important role in the determination of the target population.  
The change of HPV acquisition rises quickly after onset of sexual activity with peak 
prevalence of HPV positivity occurring near the late teens or early twenties.195  At that 
age, HPV infections almost always clear spontaneously.  HPV prevalence declines but 
viral persistence tends to increase with age 162.  On the other hand, the incidence of 
several cervical dysplasia starts rising in the late twenties-early thirties and cervical 
cancer in the late thirties. HPV screening at young age is therefore inefficient.   

One of the draw-backs of primary HPV screening is its lower specificity in excluding 
absence of high-grade CIN compared to cytology screening.  Cuzick showed that 
specificity of HPV screening is on average 7% higher in women of 35 years or older 
compared to younger women.195  High viral load or viral persistence are often proposed 
to increase the positive predictive value in identifying progressive lesions, but published 
results are conflicting.  Schiffman showed that HPV 16, in particular, is likely to persist 
and predicts presence or development of CIN3 or cancer in the subsequent five years 
in one over five cases 196.   

The 10-year cumulative risk of CIN3+ associated with HPV16, HPV18 or other risk 
HPV infection, among women included in the Portland study was 17%, 14% and 3% 
respectively 79.  Cytology triage is another method, which can improve the specificity of 
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HPV primary screening.  Testing for mRNA, coding for E6 or E7 oncoproteins from a 
limited set of oncogenic HPV types, or immunostaining of certain cell-cycle regulating 
proteins are candidate markers which could triage HPV positive women, but all of these 
are still insufficiently documented and require more research.  

Adenocarcinoma 

Most cervical cancers are squamous cell carcinomas.  The incidence of squamous 
cervical cancer has declined in areas with well-organised cytological screening.  
However, the incidence of adenocarnima has increased or was not affected 197.  
Recently, a strong and systematic association was demonstrated between presence of 
oncogenic HPV types and development of adenocarnoma and adenocarinoma in situ of 
the uterine cervix 198. DNA of high-risk HPV types is detectable in most mucinous 
adenocarcinomas and adenosquamous carcinomas of the cervix 199, 200. Only rare 
histological variants of cervical adenocarcinoma seem unrelated to HPV infection 199.  
Therefore it is expected that HPV-based screening is likely to decrease also the 
incidence of cervical adenocarcinomas. 

2.7.5 Conclusions  

Triage of atypical cells of undetermined significance 

HPV triage, with a general validated HPV test, is a recommended management option in 
case of a cytological result of ASC-US.  Repeat cytology is still an acceptable option if 
compliance with follow-up recommendations can be assured or when HPV tests are not 
available.  Colposcopy is a third option.   

Triage of low grade squamous intraepithelial lesions 

Reflex HPV triage, using a non-specific HPV-test is, in general, not a useful management 
option in case of LSIL. Nevertheless, it is possible that reflex HPV testing can be cost-
effective for older women with LSIL, where the prevalence of infection is considerably 
lower.  Repetition of cytology at 6 to 12 months or HPV testing at 12 months, with or 
without colposcopy are possible management options. The American Society for 
Colposcopy and Cervical Pathology (ASCCP) proposes to refer to colposcopy. 
Research is needed to identify a good reflex triage test for women with LSIL.  Future 
reports of studies should contain sufficient age-stratified details 

Follow-up after treatment of high-grade cervical intra-epithelial neoplasia 

With regard to the fact that, women who have been treated for high-grade CIN still 
have an increased risk for invasive cervical cancer, there is a definite need for improved 
follow-up regimens. 

Evidence supports the use of a double cytology and HPV test at 6 months post 
treatment for improved safety of post-treatment follow-up. While there is evidence to 
suggest that subsequent follow-up of women negative for both HPV and in cytology 
needs to be less intense, evidence cannot distinguish which specific follow-up regimen 
that should be used. 

Further research on long-term protection of HPV-negativity as well as of joint cytology 
and HPV-negativity is warranted. 

Primary screening 

Further research is necessary to better define the longitudinal performance indicators 
(sensitivity, specificity and positive and negative predictive values) of HPV DNA testing 
as well as of combined HPV DNA testing and cytology.  

Adequate triage methods are needed to identify those HPV-positive women that are at 
risk of developing cancer and to minimise surveillance with intensified screening among 
those who are not at risk.  

A judicious use of a combination of randomised trials, modelling studies and randomised 
health care policies is suggested. Modelling should be used to investigate optimal 
settings. Effects on intermediate endpoints can then be used in further modelling studies 
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to estimate effects on late endpoints such as mortality and/or to design randomized 
health care policies. 

Cost-effectiveness modelling studies need to be repeated in different populations that 
may differ in associated costs, rates of HPV infection of different types as well as in 
background rates of other risk factors for cervical cancer. 

2.8 GENERAL CONCLUSIONS 

From the reviews outlined above in this chapter, the following concluding statements 
can be formulated. 

In well-organised settings, with a high level of quality assurance, conventional cytological 
screening reduces the incidence of squamous cervical cancer by 80% or more 
(Outcome 1-3; study types 2-4, see Table 1). Nevertheless, drawbacks of cytological 
screening are its low to moderate reproducibility.  The cross-sectional sensitivity for 
high-grade lesions is highly variable.  

Liquid-based cytology showed similar sensitivity and specificity as conventional cytology 
with respect to detection of high-grade CIN.  The percentage of unsatisfactory smear 
usually is lower and the interpretation requires less time compared to conventional 
smears.  The quality of evaluation described in the literature is quite poor. (Outcome 6, 
study type 2). 

One large population-based randomised trial comparing automated versus manual 
conventional cytology showed equal detection rates of high-grade CIN and cancer and 
similar specificity compared to high-quality conventional cytology (Outcome 5, study 
types 1-2). 

HPV DNA testing with validated methods is highly reproducible. The high-risk cocktail 
of Hybrid-Capture II is more sensitive and equally specific compared to repeat cytology 
to triage women with equivocal cytology to select women who need further 
management.  Most women with LSIL are HPV positive, limiting the efficiency of reflex 
HPV triage.  After conservative treatment of cervical lesions, HPV testing picks up more 
quickly, with higher sensitivity and not lower specificity residual or recurrent CIN than 
follow-up cytology. 

Primary screening with HC2 or validated PCR systems is substantially more sensitive for 
identifying CIN2+ compared to cytology at cut-off ASCUS or LSIL, but it is less specific. 
By combined HPV and cytology screening (a positive test is defined as positive either for 
HPV, for cytology, or for both) still a small gain in sensitivity for high-grade CIN lesions 
can be obtained but at the expense of a considerable loss in specificity, in comparison 
with isolated HC2 screening; Further research is necessary to better define the 
longitudinal performance indicators (sensitivity, specificity and positive and negative 
predictive values) of HPV DNA testing as well as of combined HPV DNA testing and 
cytology.  Randomised controlled trials aiming to demonstrate a lower cumulative 
incidence of CIN3 in HPV negative compared to cytology negative women are waited 
for before primary HPV screening can be recommended.  

The specificity of HPV screening can be enhanced by restriction to women older than 
30-35 years. Potential methods to triage HPV positive women are: cytology, repetition 
of the HPV test 6-12 months later, typing for a limited set of HPV types (including HPV 
16), assessment of the (type-specific) viral load, viral integration, mRNA or cell-cycle 
regulating proteins.  The selection of the best triage option is still an object of research.  

If HPV testing is done in addition to cytology, the virological result and the cytological 
findings should be integrated in one report under the responsibility of a cytopathologist.  
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3 CERVICAL CANCER SCREENING IN OTHER 
EUROPEAN COUNTRIES 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

In most European countries, cervical cancer screening started as an opportunistic 
activity, performed on the initiative of women or doctors. This opportunistic screening 
activity is still predominant in Europe.  Cervical cancer screening often was offered in 
the context of anti-conception, so that the target group was younger women. Because 
such services are frequently not integrated with the second level of care, it was not 
always possible to ensure adequate diagnosis and treatment of women with a positive 
test result 30. 

Well-organized screening programmes have a greater impact than opportunistic 
screening because they have the potential to achieve greater participation and this can 
improve equity of access and the likelihood of reaching women at higher risk.  
Moreover organised screening implicates the implementation of quality assurance 
measures, which are actively monitored.  Implementation of a national programme 
requires that there be a national policy that defines the screening age and interval and 
what method of screening will be used, as well sufficient political and financial 
investment. 

The objective of this chapter is to describe and compare the screening activities and 
policies in Europe. The screening systems are compared in terms of the definition of the 
target population, (start and end age), screening interval, the type of organisation and 
quality assurance methodology and the monitoring of quality and impact indicators.  

Until recently, cervical cancer screening was based on the microscopic examination of 
cells collected with a spatula or brush from the cervix (Papanicolau test).  HPV 
detection is used as a triage test in some countries but not as screening test.  Therefore 
this chapter will only describe systems, where primary screening is based on cytology. 

Further more, details of two selected countries running well-organized screening 
programmes (Norway and Sweden) will be presented in more detail because they are 
particularly useful for the Belgian situation.  Norway recently switched from 
opportunistic to organised screening, whereas in Sweden, several county-based policies 
co-exist.  However in both countries a nation-wide screening registry was set up.  Such 
a screening registry is the corner stone of an organised programme. 

3.2 ASPECTS OF ORGANISED SCREENING 

3.2.1 Rational of organised screening 

To maximise the positive impact and minimise the adverse effects, screening should be 
offered only in organised settings 194. Designing a programme includes defining the 
screening policy: this means determining the target age group, the screening interval, 
choice of the screening test, and the establishment of follow-up and treatment 
strategies for screen-positive women. The screening policy should be defined taking into 
account the natural history of the disease and the variation in background risk. 
Moreover, a screening programme must reach high population acceptance and 
coverage, and assure and demonstrate good quality at all levels.  

Population-based information systems need to be set up allowing continuous monitoring 
of screening process indicators.  A legal framework should be established permitting 
registration of individual data and linkage between population databases, screening files, 
cancer and mortality registers 201, 202, 194, 203, 204. The information system is an essential 
tool to run the programme, to compute the indicators of attendance, compliance, 
quality and impact, and to provide feed back to involved health professionals, stake 
holders and health authorities.  
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A concern is the completeness of the recorded information of the programme. Reliable 
cancer registration is important. Individual-level links between population, screening, 
cancer registry, and treatment data are needed.  

As with any public health policy, a screening programme should be designed in such a 
way that it can be evaluated. Key components in the monitoring and evaluation of 
screening are: regularly published results on the screening performance so that it is 
clear for the decision-makers, key personnel groups, and for the general public how 
well the programme is running; scientific evaluation of the effectiveness and outcomes 
of the screening programme based on established epidemiological methods; and 
ascertaining and feed-back of information about invasive cancers detected in connection 
or after screening. 

Effectiveness of an organised programme is a function of the quality of its individual 
components. Epidemiology provides instruments that permit planning, guidance and 
evaluation of the entire process of a screening programme, from the organisational and 
administrative aspects up to assessment of the impact.  

Organised cervical cancer screening is a multi-step process including: 

 Identification of the target population  

 Reaching women belonging to the target population  

 Collection of an adequate Pap smear  

 Examination of the Pap smear and reporting 

 Communication of smear test results to women with a normal result.  

 Recall of women with unsatisfactory/inadequate smears  

 Follow-up of women with abnormal smears i.e. diagnostic procedures and 
treatment if needed, including a fail-safe system to make sure this actually 
happens 

In some countries, among which Belgium, re-allocation of resources already used for 
screening activities will theoretically be sufficient to cover the entire target population 
within a defined screening interval 205, 206. Different solutions can be proposed to 
implement organised screening (depending e.g. if opportunistic activity currently exists, 
or does not exist). In general, systems that have demonstrated effectiveness can be 
recommended and also relevant cost-effectiveness aspects and aspects to minimise 
potential adverse effects need to be considered.  

3.2.2 European Council Recommendation 

The European Union has recommended organising cervical cancer screening since the 
start of the Europe against Cancer programme in 1987. The first edition of European 
Guidelines for Quality Assurance in Cervical Cancer Screening was issued in 1993 207. 

On 2 December 2003, the ministers responsible for public health of the Member States 
endorsed, upon proposition of the European Commission and after consultation of the 
European Parliament, the �“Council Recommendation on Cancer Screening 194.  The 
recommendation was based on the Vienna consensus of 1999 208 which stressed the 
need for the adoption of organised screening programmes with personal invitations and 
quality assurance 209. Given the scientific evidence of effectiveness, the Council endorsed 
the recommendation for organised screening for 3 cancers, among which cervical 
cancer (see Table 9). 
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Table 9. European policy for organised cancer screening 194 

Disease Screening Test Target Population 

Breast cancer Mammography Women 50-69 years 

Cervical cancer Pap smear Women starting at 20-30 
years 

Colo-rectal cancer Faecal Occult Blood Test 
(FOBT) 

Men & women 50-74 years 

According to the recommendation, systematic implementation of cancer screening 
programmes requires an organisation with a call/recall system and with quality 
assurance at all levels; an effective and appropriate diagnostic, treatment, and after-care 
service following evidence-based guidelines. Centralised data systems are also needed in 
running organised screening programmes. There is further guidance for implementation, 
registration, monitoring and evaluation, training, informing women, and on introducing 
novel screening tests. In many countries, the European recommendations are not yet 
met 206, 30. 

The Council recommendation also encourages research to evaluate new screening 
methods using robust scientific study designs, preferentially randomised controlled 
trials, taking in to account public health relevant outcomes as mortality or established 
surrogate indicators. 

Further, pooling the results of the trials using meta-analyses should assess the level of 
evidence concerning effects of new methods. 

3.2.3 Target age groups 

The Council of the European Union states that screening should start in the age range 
of 20 to 30 years.  It does not define the age at which screening can be stopped neither 
the screening frequency.  The Council Recommendation is a political basic document, 
which is universally accepted throughout the Union and is therefore not very detailed.  
However, the Advisory Committee on Cancer Prevention, which consists of cancer 
screening experts, have formulated recommendations including the screening frequency 
and the target age group. According to this committee, cytology screening should be 
offered at 3 to 5 year intervals up to the age 60.  Depending on resources, screening 
can be continued beyond that age 208. 

The definition of the start age should be based on the local age-specific incidence rates 
of cervical cancer.  Three to five years before incidence starts rising from a very low 
level is good thumb rule.204 

The European countries have opted for quite different target age groups. Screening 
more frequently than every three years should be discouraged as it is only marginally 
more effective and is certainly not cost-effective 30. There is no firm evidence for the 
optimal age to start screening. However a smear taken between 35 and 64 years of age 
is much more effective in detecting a progressive lesion, than a smear taken at age 20. 
Table 10 illustrates the impact of different screening policies on cancer incidence, based 
on the follow-up of women with negative smears (from IARC, 198629). There was no 
additional impact of starting screening at age 20 compared to starting at age 25. 
Evidence of a lower effect of screening below age 30 was suggested by a recent study 
from the UK 210. An early start will imply treatment of many CIN which would, if 
untreated, never have progressed to invasive cervical cancer. Treatment of young 
women by excision can compromise future pregnancy outcomes 211. A very late start 
will inevitably imply that some early invasive cancers are missed. A start at the age of 15 
as in Luxembourg is clearly too early as the incidence of invasive cancer is virtually zero 
until the age of 20, and as the early start will lead to overtreatment.  
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Table 10. The calculated effectiveness of different screening policies. 
Proportionate reduction in incidence of invasive squamous cell carcinoma of 
the cervix uteri assuming 100% compliance29. 

Screening frequency Age group 
Numbers of 
smears per 
women 

REDUCTION IN 

CUMULATIVE 

INCIDENCE (%) 

EVERY YEAR 20-64 45 93 

Every 3 years 20-64 15 91 

Every 3 years 25-64 13 90 

Every 3 years 35-64 10 78 

Every 5 years 20-64 9 84 

Every 5 years 25-64 8 82 

Every 5 years 35-64 6 70 

Every 10 years 25-64 5 64 

The Europe against Cancer recommendations stated also that cervical cancer screening 
should be offered at least every fifth year, and if resources are available, every third 
year. The number of unnecessary treatments increases with a large number of smears 
per lifetime. With limited resources, screening every fifth year with high quality and high 
compliance is preferable to screening every third year at a proportionally lower 
coverage. 

3.3 AN OVERVIEW OF CERVICAL CANCER SCREENING 
SYSTEMS IN EUROPE 

Organised screening programmes for cervical cancer exist in several countries of the 
European Union. The screening policies, the organisation and practices of screening vary 
between the countries 212, 206, 213, 30. So do their effectiveness and cost-effectiveness 214, 215. 

Table 11 summarizes the major features of screening systems in use in EU Member 
States. 
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Table 11. Characteristics of cervical cancer screening systems in the 
European Union 214. 

Country Geographical 
coverage 

Age 
range 
(years) 

Interval 
(years) 

Smears 
per 
women 

Year of 
initiation 

Population of 
the country 
covered by 
programme 

       
Belgium Flemish Region 25-64 3 14 1994 58% 

Denmark Regional 23-59 3 13 1967-68 100% 

Finland National 30-60 5 7 1963 100% 

France Regional 25-65 3 14 1990 5% 

Germany National  20 1 50+ 1971 90% 

Greece Regional 25-64   1991 - 

Ireland Pilot 25-60 5 8 2000 - 

Italy Regional 
(Florence/Tur
in) 

25-64 3 14 1980/ 1992 13% 

The 
Netherla
nds 

National 30-60 5 7 1996 100% 

Portugal Regional  3 16 1990 - 

Spain Regional   14 1986 - 

Sweden (**) National 20-59 3 14 1960 100% 

UK 
(England)
* 

National 20-64 3 or 5 10 or 16 2003 100% 

(*) In 2003, the screening policy in England was adapted subsequent to a case-control study where 
screening histories were compared of women with cancer with those of age-matched women who 
never developed cancer 210.  The current policy is to screen women aged 25-49 every 3 years, and 
women aging 50-64 every 5 years. 
(**) Similarly in Sweden, women aged 23-50 years are currently recommended to be screened every 
3 and women aged 51-60 years every 5 years. 
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Table 12. Screening coverage in EU countries (having had at least 1 Pap 
since screening interval, in the target age range as defined in the previous 
table)  

Country Coverage Interval (years) Source 

Belgium 59% 3 216 

Denmark 75% 3 212 

Finland 93% 5 212 

France 60% 3 217 

Germany 80% 1 212 

Greece 71%  212 

Ireland - 5 212 

Italy 50% 3 212 

The Netherlands 77% 5 212 

Portugal 37% 3 212 

Spain 27%  212 

Sweden 82% 3 212 

UK (England) 61% 3 or 5 212 

 

Concerning the system of invitation, three major systems are used: the call system, the 
call-recall system and the recall system.  

3.3.1.1 CALL 

The call system is an invitation system where all women from the target population are 
drawn for invitations to the programme. For this reason, an accurate list of the 
population is needed. Sources of such lists vary between countries and include 
population registries, general practitioners medical files, electoral registers and others. 

The advantages are that all women in the list have access to well-organised screening. 
The disadvantage is that no information is captured for opportunistic screening, where 
respect of quality standards cannot be verified, and that women already screened in an 
opportunistic screening are invited unnecessarily5 . Call systems are in place in the 
Finland, Italy, the Netherlands and the UK 218-221. 

Non-attendees are identified by the laboratories and are reminded. In the Netherlands 
every smear taken in the country is recorded in the PALGA (Dutch Network and 
National Database for Pathology) with the reasons for the smear (programme smear, 
opportunistic smear, repeat smear), its result and advice on follow-up. Opportunistic 
smears are not paid and their frequency has therefore decreased.  

3.3.1.2 CALL-RECALL 

Call recall system is an invitation system where only those women from the target 
population who are not recently screened are invited. Women with a recent screening 
history are excluded from invitation 

When opportunistic screening is already widespread, some countries restrict invitations 
to women who have not had a smear taken within the screening interval as in Denmark 
207, Sweden 222 and Slovenia. This approach is acceptable when opportunistic smears are 

                                                   
5 If women are screened opportunistically in services without quality control, organized re-invitation 
should not be considered as a disadvantage;    
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subjected to systematic quality control to avoid ineffectiveness and inequalities.  One 
disadvantage of this system is that unnecessary smears are taken from women at low 
risk, who continue to be screened at high frequency in an opportunistic setting. 

In some regions of France, a call-recall system is integrated in the French health care 
system, where screening remains essentially opportunistic 223. All smears are registered 
including the identification of the patient and the smear taker, the data of specimen 
collection and the result. Quality assurance procedures must be accepted by all 
laboratories were the tests are performed. Women who have not had a smear 
reimbursed by the health insurance system are sent a personal letter within three years. 
No reminder is sent to non-participants.  

3.3.1.3 RECALL SYSTEM 

In a recall system, only women who were screened before and who are due for a 
subsequent smear are invited.  

A recall system is often run in opportunistic systems by centres that invite their clients 
who contacted the service before.  Recall systems do not contribute in reaching non-
screened populations but are useful in maintaining continued coverage among previously 
screened women. 

3.3.2 Evidence for finding that well-organised screening is more effective 

The main objective of screening for cancer is to reduce mortality from the disease. In 
cervical screening, reducing the incidence of invasive disease is also an objective as pre-
cancerous lesions are detected and treated before they develop into invasive cancer. 
Nowadays there is strong evidence that organised cervical cancer screening can reduce 
incidence and mortality up to 80% among screened women 224, 29, 225, 226, 30. Firm evidence 
comes from the Nordic countries, where the implementation of widely different policies 
results in sharply contrasting trends in incidence and mortality. Concerning 
demonstration of the effect of organised screening, particularly important are the data 
on time trends in the incidence of invasive cervical cancer and the mortality from 
cervical cancer in the Nordic countries 224, 225 where reliable national data are available 
from the period before screening programmes were implemented. 

Time trends in incidence and mortality from cervical cancer in Denmark, Finland, 
Iceland, Norway, and Sweden since the early 1950s were investigated in relation to the 
extent and intensity of organised screening programmes in these countries.  A clear 
parallelism was found between the population coverage achieved by organised screening 
programmes and the decline in the incidence of and mortality from invasive cervical 
cancer.   

In all five countries the cumulative mortality rates (0-74 years) fell between 1965 and 
1982. In Iceland, where the nationwide programme has the widest target age range, the 
fall in mortality was greatest (80%). Finland and Sweden have nationwide programmes 
also; the mortality fell by 50% and 34%, respectively. In Denmark, where about 40% of 
the population is covered by organised programmes, the overall mortality fell by 25%, 
but in Norway, with only 5% of the population covered by organised screening, the 
mortality fell by only 10%.  The most striking contrasts in incidence, between Finland 
and Norway, are shown in Figure 9.  The same conclusions can be derived from 
mortality trend curves (see Cervix Cancer Screening. IARC Handbooks of Cancer 
Prevention30, 2005, pag 202, Fig 54). 

These observations support the conclusion that organised screening programmes have 
had a major impact on the reduction in mortality from cervical cancer in the Nordic 
countries 225. 
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Figure 9. Age standardised incidence of cervical cancer (Nordic countries, 
1958-96) 

 

3.3.2.1 FINLAND 

To compare the effectiveness of organised Pap smear screening with that of the 
opportunistic one on the incidence of invasive cervical cancer, a case-control study was 
conducted within the catchment�’s area of the Helsinki University Hospital (Helsinki, 
Finland). The study material consisted of 179 incident cases of invasive cervical cancer 
and 1,507 population controls. Data on lifetime Pap smears before the year of the 
cancer diagnosis were collected using a self-administered questionnaire. The 
questionnaire information was obtained for 82% of the cases and 73% of the controls. 
The main outcome measure was the odds ratio associated with relative risk of invasive 
cervical cancer according to participation in organised and/or opportunistic screening 
compared to those with no history of screening.  Non-screened women were the 
reference group. The odds ratio of invasive cervical cancer was 0.25 (CI 0.13- 0.48) for 
those who participated only in the organised screening programme, 0.57 (CI: 0.30-1.06) 
for those who had participated only in opportunistic screening and 0.27 (CI: 0.15-0.49) 
for those who had participated in both types of screening. The odds ratios were 
adjusted for age and the other type of the screening activity. These results indicate that 
the substantial decrease in the incidence of cervical cancer in Finland is mainly due to 
the organised mass screening 227. 

3.3.2.2 UK 

Although cervical cancer screening in England started in 1964, for over 20 years it failed 
to achieve sufficient coverage of women or an adequate follow-up of all women with 
cytological lesions. Near the end of the eighties it was also recognised that the incidence 
and even the mortality was rising among young cohorts 228.  A national call and recall 
system was set up in 1988. Financial incentives were first introduced with general 
practitioners contracts in 1990 219. The impact of this screening programme was 
assessed by trend analyses of incidence and cause-specific mortality and related to 
screening coverage and other indicators 229-232. 
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Quinn illustrated very clearly the tremendous impact of the new screening programme 
230. The coverage of the target group in the screening programme rose from 42% in 
1988 to 85% in 1994, a level that was subsequently maintained. Coverage increased in 
all age groups, but particularly for older women (55 to 64 years). 

Figure 10. Age standardised incidence of invasive cervical cancer and 
coverage of screening, England, 1971-95 230 

 

Improvements in the screening programme have resulted in a 35% fall in incidence of 
invasive disease.  

3.3.2.3 ITALY 

Until recently cervical cancer screening in Italy has been mainly opportunistic, with only 
a few organised programmes. This has resulted in low coverage and high frequency of 
tests in screened women. The situation is, however, rapidly changing. In 1996 nation 
wide organised programmes on a regional basis, were recommended. National 
guidelines recommend personal invitation of women aged 25-64 years for a Pap test 
every third year. At the end of 1999, 34% of the Italian population 25-64 years old was 
included in organised programmes. Most organised programmes have a fail-safe system 
allowing picking up screen-positive women who skip follow-up visits.  In recent years 
data have been collected in a standardised way by most organised programmes, allowing 
internal and external comparisons. An evaluation of the effectiveness of screening 
activity is therefore not easy. Only three cancer registries (Varese, Parma and Ragusa) 
have produced data for at least 10 years. They show a secular trend to a decreasing 
incidence. This is, probably, the result of spontaneous screening, but the proportion 
attributable to it is difficult to estimate 220.  In Florence, a significant trend towards a 
reduction in the incidence of invasive cancer was found. It was strongly associated with 
age-specific coverage, and thus most likely to be attributed to screening 233.  

In Turin, where no trend towards a reduced incidence was present before start of 
organised programme in 1992, preliminary data for 1992-1995 show a very low 
incidence of interval cases after the first round, suggesting a high protection. The age-
adjusted cervical cancer incidence ratio in 1992-98 was 0.81 (95% C.I. 0.59-1.09) for 
invited versus not invited women and 0.25 (95% CI 0.13-0.50) for attending versus non 
attending women 234.  

A recent case-control study conducted in the Region of Firenze, indicated that 
protection against invasive cervical offered by cytology screening less than 3 years ago 
was elevated (OR= 0.15 (95% CI 0.07�–0.31).  Screening at an interval of 3 to 6 years 
was elevated as well in women of 40 years or older (OR=0.14; 95% CI: 0.06�–0.33 but 
considerably lower if younger (OR= 0.45; 95% CI 0.14�–1.48) 235.  There was no 
statistically significant protection against adeno-carcinoma.  
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3.3.2.4 DENMARK 

In Denmark Pap smears started to be used in the late 1950s, and it has resulted in a 
decline over time in both cervical cancer incidence and mortality (see Figure 11). 
Nevertheless, considerable differences have been observed across Denmark in the 
organization of cervical cancer screening, because health care is under the responsibility 
of the sixteen counties. National guidelines, issued in 1986, recommended screening of 
women aged 23-59 years, every third year. The first cervical cancer screening pilot 
programme was set up in a small county in 1962, followed by the implementation of 
programmes in three larger counties in 1967/68. However, 30 years passed before 
screening was organized in the last county in 1996 236. In addition to the organized 
programmes, opportunistic screening activity expanded after 1969 when all smears 
started to be provided free of charge. 

Figure 11. Cumulative rates per 100 for cervical cancer incidence and 
mortally 1973-2002 for women aged 30-64 for Storstrom county and other 
counties with long-term operating organised screening programmes in 
1982.236 

 
It is important to mention the particular development that took place in the Storstrom 
County when the organized programme was stopped at the end of 1982. It took 
another 11 years before the programme was restarted in 1994. Stopping the organized 
programme had a considerable impact on the screening coverage in the different age 
groups, where an opportunistic pattern developed after the organized programme 
stopped. Second, the 11 years�’ gap in the organized screening resulted in a statistically 
significant increase in incidence and mortality rates, which was observed at the restart 
of the organised programme. 

During the interruption of organised screening in Storstrom the number of smears was 
higher than during the organized period before 1982. This experience shows that 
organization of screening should be a continued activity.  

Opportunistic screening was for a long time the preferred approach of cervical cancer 
control in several Danish counties.  The number of smears used in the opportunistic 
setting exceeded the number of smears needed for an organized programme, and the 
impact on the occurrence of invasive cancer is lower.  It was estimated that close to 
800 Danish women could have been spared the fate of becoming cervical cancer 
patients if organized screening programmes had been implemented nationwide at an 
earlier point in time. 

3.3.2.5 THE NETHERLANDS 

In 1996, the Dutch cervical cancer screening programme was restructured. The 
restructuring concerned the management and financing of the programme, organisation, 
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target age ranges and interval, follow-up of abnormal results, and evaluation 221. When 
comparing before (1996) and after (2003) the restructuration the most important 
achievements are the following 237: 

 Substantial increase of the five-year coverage in the added target age groups 
(30-34, and 54-60) while in the old target age group (35-53 years) it 
remained around 80%. 

 Decrease of the proportion of screened women sent to follow-up from 
almost 19% to 3% per screening round. 

 Improvement of the follow-up compliance among screened women. 

 Shortening of the average time until a woman is either referred or rejoins the 
regular screening schedule 

 Reduction of the test positivity rate from over 10% up to approximately 2% 

 Reduction in the number of smears taken outside the target age group by 
20% while maintaining high coverage rate 

 No increased in interval cancer rate, in spite of less screening and lower 
percentage of women under follow-up 

Compared to other countries with organised national programmes, the Netherlands has 
been successful in limiting the number of excess smears while maintaining a high 
coverage rate. The procedures in the Netherlands allow sorting out women with recent 
smears. Further, smears taken outside of the regular screening schedule are only 
reimbursed when the women have medical complaints. Last, Pap smear screening in the 
Netherlands is principally performed in the GP practices. 

3.3.2.6 NORWAY 

In Norway, a 20% of reduction in incidence of cervical cancer has been observed since 
the initiation of organised screening in 1995.  This was achieved trough more efficient 
use of Pap smears (by fixing the screening interval at 3 years) yielding lower 
consumption of screening examinations but also an increased population coverage. 
More details about the situation in Norway are given in the next paragraph. 

3.3.3 Two highlighted screening programmes 

3.3.3.1 The Norwegian cervical cancer screening programme 

In Norway, a centralized system has been set up comprising obligatory registration of 
screen tests carried out in the organised programme or in an opportunistic setting. The 
Norwegian screening programme was introduced in 1995. It is population-based, 
nationwide, and recommends women of 25 to 69 years of age to have a Pap smear 
taken every 3 years. However in Norway, spontaneous screening activities were 
present since the early 1960s. Those activities brought a 50% reduction of the invasive 
cervical cancer incidence in women of 40-59 years old 238. From 1990, the incidence has 
remained stable. Several attempts during the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s to introduce an 
organised screening programme in Norway failed.  In that period screening was 
characterised by frequent testing of young women at low risk and low-coverage in 
among women older than 50 and among women at high risk. 

The introduction of a screening programme into a population where screening is 
already widespread poses problems different from those when implementing a novel 
programme. The Norwegian challenge was therefore to try to implement an organised 
programme in coordination with the spontaneous screening activity. The choice was 
made to integrate spontaneous screening into the organised programme in order to 
minimise changes in the healthcare system. By establishing a Cytology Register that 
registered every Pap smear taken in Norway, and by linking information at the individual 
level, the Norwegian coordinated screening programme started posting 
recommendation letters in 1995 to women who had not had a Pap smear in the 
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previous 3 years 239. The main purpose of the coordinated screening programme was to 
increase coverage, especially for women older than 50. 

The impact of organised screening was assessed by comparing Pap smear use, screening 
coverage and incidence of invasive cervical cancer in the 4 years (1992-5) before start of 
the programme with the two subsequent screening rounds. 

After the introduction of the programme, a substantial increase in coverage was 
observed, particularly in the age group 50-69 years (see Figure 12). In the last 2 years 
studied, the incidence of invasive cancer was 22% lower than in the period just before 
the start of the organised programme.  The 3-year coverage in the 25-67 year age group 
in the period 2001-4 increased with about 7% compared to the period 1992-1995.  
However, this increase in coverage was accompanied by a decrease in the average 
number of yearly smears used (533 thousand versus 494 thousand). 

Figure 12. Coverage 1992-1995 and 2001-2004, Norway (from Jan Nygard) 

 

The Norwegian programme has demonstrated that it is possible to mobilise resources 
spent in over-screening towards higher coverage and lower cancer incidence.   

3.3.3.2 Decentralised screening programmes in Sweden 

Sweden has a decentralised cervical cancer screening programme.  Organised cervical 
screening was first implemented in Sweden in the mid-1960s. Pap smears are also taken 
outside the screening programme by gynaecologists, midwives and general practitioners 
240. Organised screening and opportunistic use of Pap smear have been in existence for 
several decades in Sweden. A marked decline in cervical cancer incidence could be 
attributed to the time point of start of screening. In the period 1959-1963, the age-
standardised incidence of cervical cancer in Sweden was 20.6/100 000. Following the 
introduction of organised screening, there has been a regular decline and in the period 
1989-1993, the standardised incidence was 10.1/100 000/year. The Swedish screening 
policy recommends 3-yearly Pap tests between 23 and 50 years of age and 5-yearly tests 
between 50 and 60 years of age.  

The healthcare in Sweden is organised regionally in each county (26 in total). The 
different counties implemented organised screening according to the national guidelines 
for cervical cancer screening issued in 1985 where it was recommended that all women 
between 20 and 59 years of age should be screened every third year. It was also stated 
that quality assurance in terms of smear usage records should be maintained and 
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registry linkages with cancer registries be set up. The population registry is used. Every 
person has a personal identification number (PIN) and screening registries, cancer 
registries, pathology and cytology registries are all based on the PIN 222.  

Sweden applied a call-recall invitation system. By a linkage with the population register 
and cytology registries all women who had a spontaneous smear taken in the past 18 
months are sorted out and not invited for screening. The situation is heterogeneous in 
with respect to coverage and consumption of Pap tests.  In certain counties over-
screening is a substantial problem.  The very high (86%) coverage of Pap smears in 
Stockholm has also led to a remarkable decrease in both incidence and mortality of 
cervical cancer.  Rodvall demonstrated, in the Stockholm area, that organised screening 
reached high coverage among certain groups such as older and immigrant women, 
which are usually less covered in opportunistic settings. 

The screening programme in Sweden is heterogeneous in quality. The new national 
guidelines seek to remedy some of the major limitations in particular by means of a 
national working group responsible for reviewing the programme. 

It is of particular importance that registration of screening tests, in Norway and in 
Sweden, is compulsory and based on the national ID numbers and allowing linkages with 
other databases.  Besides the advantages, outlined above for public health, this system 
offers enormous possibilities for bio-bank research.  It is not by coincidence that HPV 
vaccine manufacturing companies have chosen these countries for post-licence 
surveillance.     

3.4 RECOMMENDATIONS 

In conclusion, well-organised screening appears more effective and a fortiori more cost-
effective than the opportunistic activity. To maximise the positive impacts and minimise 
potential adverse effects, it is recommended that screening should be offered in 
organised settings (the Commission of the European Communities, 2003/0093; the 
Council of the European Union, 2003/87/EC).  

The existence of a screening register is of great importance to achieve the objectives of 
the programme. It should contain information on participation in screening, the screen 
test results, the subsequent management of screen-positive women (compliance and 
results) and it should be linked to the cancer register and the population register. 
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4 CERVICAL CANCER SCREENING IN 
BELGIUM 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter we provide data on cervical cancer incidence and the related screening 
activities. Cervical cancer screening in Belgium is essentially opportunistic and integrated 
in the routine curative care system. Health insurance is obligatory in Belgium and is 
organized at a national level. Whereas financing of sampling and examination of Pap 
smears remains with the federal social security system, since 1980, the organisation of 
preventive healthcare in Belgium is confined to the Flemish, the French and German 
community. Organized cervical cancer screening initiatives started in 4 out of 5 Flemish 
provinces, using separate registers. Efforts to start a central cervical cancer screening 
programme have failed so far. There is no national external quality assurance 
programme for Pap smear analysis. The 3-year Pap screening coverage in women 25-64 
years old is only 59%, while many of the women screened are over-screened.  

In addition to the literature references a number of organisations were contacted as 
data source. The incidence of invasive cervical cancer is based on local cancer registry 
data provided by the Belgian Cancer Registry Foundation. The yearly volume of specific 
medical and laboratory activities associated with cervical cancer prevention was 
obtained from the National Health Insurance Institute (RIZIV/INAMI). In the context of 
this project, the Belgian Society of Clinical Cytology (data provided by Ph Delvenne) and 
the Flemish Society of Gynaecologists (VVOG, data provided by G Page) each 
conducted mid 2006 a survey documenting the current practice with regard to cervical 
cancer screening and HPV.  Responses were obtained from 24 cyto-pathology labs and 
79 gynaecologists. 

4.2 CERVICAL CANCER IN BELGIUM 

Based on the National Cancer Registry, 749 cases of cervical cancer were reported in 
1993241, of which 482 (64%) cases occurred in the Flemish Region, 206 (28%) in the 
Walloon Region and 61 (8%) in the Capital Region of Brussels. The numbers should be 
interpreted with caution because of a possible under-declaration of new invasive 
cancers and an inconsistent inclusion of carcinoma in situ. For 2000 and 2001, reliable 
Flemish data are available for invasive cervical cancer (given for the year 2000 in Figure 
13).  According to the cancer register of the Flemish Region for the year 2000, 562 
women were diagnosed with carcinoma in situ and 411 women with invasive cancer of 
the cervix (Figure 13).242 For 2000 and 2001 together the number of new cases of 
invasive cancer of the cervix was 803.243. The carcinoma in situ incidence cases however 
(pink curve in Figure 13) constitute only a fraction of all CIN3 diagnoses, the other part 
being cases of serious dysplasia which are not included here. Mortality due to cervical 
cancer is not known exactly because a substantial proportion of cervical cancers may 
get coded as unspecified uterine cancer. In 1993, 477 women died of cervical cancer or 
unspecified uterine cancer. It has been estimated that in the nineties between 300 and 
350 died from cervical cancer in Belgium each year.244 The observed 5 year survival of 
invasive cancer of the cervix is 65.2% (1997-2001).243 No hard data are available for the 
number of deaths prevented by cervical cancer screening in Belgium, nor for the 
number needed to screen (NNS) to prevent one death. Based on historical data from 
British Columbia the NNS was 1140, meaning that 1140 women would have to be 
regularly screened over 10 years to prevent one death from cervical cancer.245  

In July 2006, a new federal structure, the Belgian Cancer Registry Foundation (Stichting 
Kankerregister), took over the cancer registry role of the Flemish League against 
Cancer.243 This initiative should improve the quality of the cancer registration for the 
whole country. A 98.2% completeness of the cancer registry for breast cancer in 2000 
was found based on a cross-check with the 57 screen detected breast cancers at The 
Leuven University Centre for Cancer Prevention. Validation of cancer registry data 
remains an issue. An on-site validity check of the registry data is not possible for 
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reasons of privacy. Discrepancies identified in case different data sources have to be 
linked constitute only an indirect and incomplete form of validation. 

Figure 13. Distribution by age of carcinoma in situ and invasive cancer of the 
cervix (Flanders, 2000).242 

 

4.3 CERVICAL CANCER SCREENING ACTIVITY 

4.3.1 Regional initiatives for organized screening  

The Flemish programme decided in 1994 to base the organisation of secondary 
prevention of cervical cancer on the European guidelines207, 241 

The attendance rate or screening coverage was defined as the proportion of women in 
the target population with a recent Pap smear (<3 years ago). The aim was an 85% 
coverage based on a cervical smear taken every 3 years in women between 25 and 64 
years old excluding those who underwent a complete hysterectomy (about 10% of the 
women in the target age group). The implementation of the programme was left to the 
5 Flemish provinces. A co-ordination unit was created at the Scientific Institute of Public 
Health in Brussels (http://www.iph.fgov.be/epidemio/epien/prog2.htm), but this activity 
started after most of the provinces had already set up their own system and logistics. 
The implementation of a single population-based screening register was a challenge from 
a legal (privacy) and logistics (integration of databases) perspective. The aim of a central 
screening register for the whole Flemish Region, linked to population files and the 
national cancer registry, was finally abandoned. The co-ordinating initiative was 
discontinued in 2001. Guidance documents with respect to sampling technique 
(http://www.iph.fgov.be/epidemio/epinl/cervixnl/s_eng1.pdf), uniform reporting 
according to the Bethesda System (www.bethesda2001.cancer.gov) and patient follow-
up had been developed by working groups. The data from the registers available in the 
provinces provide some useful information on the local situation. 

The French-speaking universities and professional scientific societies formulated a 
recommendation in 1992 on cervical screening. No formal screening programmes are 
organized but the European guidelines for screening and the instructions for 
interpretation and follow-up are generally agreed upon (www.ssmg.be). One 
modification of the existing guidelines is to start Pap smears 3 years after first sexual 
contact, instead of at the age of 25.241  

N/100.000, Vlaanderen, 2000, Vrouwen
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In 2001 the Belgian Parliament also discussed the matter and proposed a resolution246  

 to organize a national cervical cancer screening programme, in collaboration 
with the regions, including the use of HPV testing in case of abnormal 
cytological result 

 to direct the concerned medical specialists and generalists to work out 
guidelines for such screening, criteria for the tests to be used in a quality 
assurance program, as well as a system for follow-up of the whole 
population 

 to stimulate EU coordination, consensus and research on HPV screening.247 

The initiatives to improve cervical cancer screening are still funded by the Flemish 
Region and the provinces in 4 out of the 5 provinces of the Flemish Region. The 
initiatives have been described in a report published by the IPH, Brussels.248 In the 
provinces of Antwerp, Flemish-Brabant and Limburg separate registers for Pap smear 
results have been set up. Laboratories transfer dates and/or results to the screening 
register on a voluntary basis, respecting the privacy law.  

In the province of West-Flanders no register with Pap smear results has been set up. 
The campaign activities are confined to specific regions. In 2002, the campaign resulted 
in a few more consultations for most of the physicians who completed a questionnaire 
(http://www.vvog.be/docs/2003/05/24034402.doc). Half of the physicians noticed an 
increased attendance of populations at risk (older women, never screened or lower 
socio-economic status). 

For Antwerp, a report based on the registered results of over 76 000 Pap smears 
(1997-1999) showed abnormal results in 5.5% of the smears.249. In the 2002 Antwerp 
report the proportion of ASCUS was 1.9%, LSIL 1.1% and HSIL 0.4%. In the 2005 
report, results of a call-recall system are described by LOGO (a number of 
communities grouped). The overall screening coverage was 51% and varied by LOGO 
from 39% to 59%. The average coverage decreased from 54% for 25-44 y old women to 
40% for 55-64 y old women. The proportion of women over 55 who underwent a 
hysterectomy is 12.6%. Efforts are ongoing to further increase the participation of all 
cyto-pathology labs. The quality of the smear was reported as optimal in 74%. Epithelial 
lesions are reported in nearly 4% of 295 636 cases, and include ASCUS in 1.9%, LSIL in 
1.3%, and HSIL in 0.4%. A total of 24 cases of invasive cervical cancer were reported as 
well as 193 cases of epithelial carcinoma in situ. AGUS was found in 0.4% of 202 735 
cases and 46 cases of adenocarcinoma were reported (report by E Van de Mieroop, and 
provided by F Smeets). 

For Limburg, results of cervical smears are stored in the LIKAR register (Limburger 
Cancer Register) since 1996. The LIKAR Cervix cytology Register 
(http://likas.edm.uhasselt.be/likar/) covers Pap-smears of women in the province of 
Limburg (7.6% of the Belgian population). All cytology laboratories in Limburg, as well as 
some neighbouring laboratories examining Pap-smears of women, contribute to this 
Register. The goals of the register are 

 to monitor the epidemiology of cervical cancer, mortality, screening coverage 

 to monitor and optimize screening participation (reduce overscreening, 
increase coverage in underscreened populations) 

 improve quality of samples taken by providing feedback to sampling physicians 

 evaluate and support follow-up of screen positives and evaluate follow-up of 
screen negatives 

 link screening register with LIKAR cancer register to detect cases of interval 
cancer 

Due to incompleteness of voluntary cytology registration and due to inaccuracies in 
unique identification of women, no reliable estimates of screening coverage can be 
derived from the current registries.   Initial problems for data analysis concerning 
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address changes, double records and records with male sex were resolved. In the 
report covering the period 1996-2000 
(http://likas.edm.uhasselt.be/likar/scripts/php/showdoc.php?id=83) the screening register 
was estimated to be 75% complete. Gynaecologist-connexists (reading Pap smears of 
own patients) were not included and account for an estimated 20% of the smears. A 
hysterectomy is performed in 8-12% of women aged 24-65 years. Data were exchanged 
with the provinces of Antwerp and Flemish-Brabant on a yearly basis. Standardisation of 
the coding system for Pap smear results is a requirement for a well functioning register.  
Unfortunately, many Pap results had to be recoded to the Bethesda terminology. 

Overscreening (more than once per 3 year period) was observed in about a third of the 
women, and was observed only slightly more frequently in gynaecology practices 
compared with GPs. Smears assessed for quality were in 77% of optimal quality, 23% 
suboptimal and 1% of bad quality. The proportion of abnormal smear results was 3.31% 
on a total of 299 642 smears collected in the period 1996-2000 (ASC-US: 1.72%, AGUS: 
0.07%, LSIL: 0.45%, HSIL: 1.04%, carcinoma: 0.03%).  

The registry of Flemish-Brabant contains data provided by 13 laboratories and is unique 
because all results are directly coded using the Bethesda 2001 terminology. This is not 
yet the case for the two other registers (Antwerp and Limburg). The Flemish-Brabant 
data for 2004 and the previous years show ASC-US/LSIL results in 3% of the 300 000 
Pap smears (Bourgain C., personal communication, see also248)  

Smears include both screening and follow-up samples. The proportion of ASC-US 
reported needs however to be interpreted with caution as many laboratories already 
perform HPV testing in such cases and no guidance is provided on how to integrate the 
HPV findings. The HPV result might thus theoretically result in a change in the 
pathological diagnosis finally reported and thus in fewer ASC-US reports. 

No screening is organized in East-Flanders, the Walloon Region or Brussels. The cost of 
opportunistic screening has been reported to be 42% higher compared with organized 
screening.250, 251. 

4.3.2 Cytology-based testing 

Cervical cancer screening in Belgium remains essentially opportunistic and integrated in 
the routine curative care system. Processing and reading of Pap smears is mainly 
performed by laboratories for pathology, and in 2004 in 3.8% by gynaecologists (for 
their own patients only). Screening of cervical smears is mostly (in 60% of all 
laboratories) carried out by cytotechnicians, under the supervision of a senior 
cytotechnician (60%) or a pathologist (35%).252 In 38% of the labs smears are read by a 
pathologist (38%) or resident (2%).  

Quality assurance is considered important by 93% of pathologists, and is common 
practice in about three-quarters of cytology laboratories.252 Targeted review by a cyto-
technologist of Pap smears read as negative for patients at increased risk of positivity 
(eg based on history or clinical information) is routine practice in about half of the 
laboratories.252 There is no formal long term training of cytotechnicians, most of them 
being graduate laboratory technicians having been trained at the bench. Continuing 
education of cytotechnicians is the rule in 88% of cytology labs.252 Quality of the smears 
is good in about three quarters of the cases, and this proportion could further be 
increased eg by avoiding smear taking during pregnancy or during the 6 months 
postpartum, as recommended.249 

There is no national external quality assurance program for Pap smear analysis. 
Pathology historically moved away from the clinical biology field. In order to enforce 
quality assurance, a legal basis for the recognition of cytology and pathology labs is 
needed. A draft Royal Decree has been prepared for this purpose. This requires that 
pathology/cytology labs participate to external QA programmes, organised by the 
Institute for Public Health (IPH).(J-C Libeer, IPH, personal communication). 

Methods (use of LBC), reporting standard (use of Bethesda standard), and measures 
taken to guarantee the quality of Pap smears are included in an non-exhaustive and not 
completely up to date overview table by Domus Medica / WVVH (Organisation of GP�’s 
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in Flanders) of laboratories offering Pap smear interpretation in the Flemish region 
(http://www.wvvh.be/files/Labos%20cervix%202004.pdf).  

LBC was introduced in Belgium from 1998 onwards. In a survey published in 2005 about 
half of the cytology labs performed cervical LBC. Prepstain (Tripath Imaging, Burlington, 
NC, US) was the preferred instrument, while in the Walloon region ThinPrep 2000 
(Cytyc Corporation, Boxborough, MA, USA) was predominantly used. Small pathology 
services often applied manual methods (Tripath 2, ThermoShandon, Turbitec 
Labonord�…) or cooperated with larger services for cytopreparation.252  

In the recent 2006 survey among the cyto-pathology labs responses were obtained for 
24 labs, representing the different regions of the country. 19 out of 24 labs report to 
use LBC routinely. The cytology medium used is reported for 21 labs: 10 use SurePath 
from Tripath (CytoRich Blue, CytoRich Red, AutoCyte) 5 use ThinPrep from CYTYC, 4 
use Easyfix from Labonord, 2 use a Thermo-Electron medium. 23 out of the 24 labs use 
Bethesda reporting for cervical cytology.  

4.3.3 HPV testing 

In agreement with international data, HPV genotype 16 was identified as the most 
common genotype in cervical smears with abnormal cytology result. This was the case 
for studies based on routinely obtained Pap smears in Belgium. One group used 
MY09/MY11 consensus primers for HPV DNA detection and specific primers for 
identifying 14 high-risk types and identified in high-grade lesions essentially HPV 16, 18, 
31, 33, 35 and 51.253 A second group used PCR detection based on the SPF primer set, 
followed by reverse hybridization allowing the identification of 25 HPV genotypes. The 
most frequently detected genotype in high-grade lesions was HPV 16, followed by HPV 
52, 51 and 31.254  In a population of sex workers in East-Flanders (mean age 28 years, 
39% of non-Belgian nationality) HPV genotype 16, 31 and 52 were identified most 
frequently using the same method. This population also showed significantly more high-
grade Pap smear results, as well as more HPV positive results versus an age-matched 
control group.255 

HPV tests are most conveniently performed on cell brush material collected for liquid 
based cytology. Collection of a separate liquid sample for HPV testing is needed when a 
conventional smear is used. The guidelines of the Belgian Society for Clinical Cytology, 
developed with the participation of the societies of gynaecologists256 list the following 
indications for HPV testing: 

 ASCUS, mainly ASC-US, but also ASC-H 

 AGC-ecc, both NOS and possibly neoplastic 

 Follow-up after treated HSIL or AGS-ecc, in case the Pap result is negative. 

These guidelines do not include LSIL as an indication, in accordance with TBS2001, and 
overruled the indications for testing used before by the Centres for Molecular 
Diagnosis (CMD�’s): cervical ASCUS/AGUS in women over 30 years old, LSIL, or follow-
up for residual HPV (maximum 2 times in 6 months after the intervention).247  

Molecular diagnostics were introduced in 1998 into the Belgian health care system 
based on the funding of CMD�’s, as documented in a KCE report257. We refer to this 
report for recommendations to assure the quality of molecular tests, including HPV 
tests. The yearly overall CMD health insurance budget remained fixed at 6.5 million 
Euros. After an increase in the number of centres from 10 to 18 based on legal 
judgment, the legal basis of the CMD�’s was rejected early 2005 by the Council of State. 
The Human Papilloma Virus (HPV) test was one of the 94 molecular tests performed at 
the CMD�’s. In addition to the HPV tests performed at the CMD�’s, HPV testing is also 
routinely performed by some private laboratories.  

In 2001, HPV testing was provided by 53% of cytology laboratories.252, and according to 
the 2006 survey HPV testing is used by the vast majority of reporting gynaecologists (69 
out of 77). No less than 19 out of 69 gynaecologists report in 2006 the routine practice 
of primary HPV screening, mainly simultaneously with cytology.  In case gynaecologists 
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use HPV testing for purposes other than primary screening, the HPV test request is 
made by the cytopathologist 35 times out of 50.  

In the 2006 survey nearly all cyto-pathology labs (23 out of 24) report the use of HPV 
testing: 22 labs for ASC-US (or repeat ASC-US), 14 for ASC-H, 15 for LSIL, 3 for HSIL, 
11 for Atypical Glandular Cells (AGC), 8 for other (mainly treatment follow-up). The 
number of HPV yearly tests per reporting lab varies from 8 to 1560, median 253 HPV 
tests per year. This represents about 2% of all PAP tests performed at the lab (from < 
1% to 7.5% for the 6 labs which reported their overall volume). 

In 2003-2004, the HPV tests at the CMD�’s were performed mainly using the kit Hybrid 
Capture II (HC2) from Digene. In the 2006 surveys 10 labs report using the HC2 HPV 
test method, 4 labs report using a PCR method. Of the 48 gynaecologists reporting the 
HPV testing method, 32 reported PCR and 16 the Hybrid Capture method. 

The average turnaround time for an HPV test was 9.5 days in the CMD�’s. The 2006 
cyto-pathology lab survey shows a large variation in maximum turnaround time, from 8 
to 90 days, median 21 days. All but one lab integrate the HPV result into the first or a 
second pathology report, 8 labs integrate HPV results already into the first report. No 
guidance exists on how to integrate the HPV findings. In some labs the HPV test may 
result in a change of the pathology result finally reported, and eg in fewer ASC-US 
reports. 

Nine of the 24 reporting labs do the HPV testing at their own pathology lab. Direct 
requests for HPV testing by gynaecologists or GPs constitute only a minority of all HPV 
test requests (from few tests to up to 20%).  

The performance and results of Pap tests and possible HPV tests are not always 
routinely communicated between health care professionals, mainly gynaecologists and 
GPs. GPs have information on cervical cancer screening for no more than a third of the 
target population in their practice (personal communication F Smeets, Domus Medica). 
No local data are available verifying whether this situation is preferred by the patients. 

Gynaecologists responding to the 2006 survey (n=61) report women are informed 
orally (n=45) prior to (possible) HPV testing. The vast majority of responding 
gynaecologists (72 out of 78) do not explicitly communicate normal Pap/HPV test 
results (no news is good news). Most of the responding gynaecologists will 
communicate a positive HPV result (59 out of 74). A total of 46 out of 76 responding 
gynaecologists report that a positive HPV test will increase the frequency of 
consultations. Note that this is the intended purpose for HPV tests performed in the 
appropriate indications and at the appropriate intervals. As a side remark some 
gynaecologists note that HPV testing is performed without request on every sample 
shipped. Such testing may lead to problems for the gynaecologist, in case of a positive 
HPV result in a woman with negative cytological results. Also the question is raised 
whether such generalised testing (for research purposes?) has been approved by any 
Ethics Committee.  

4.4 BUDGET, TESTING VOLUME AND COVERAGE 

The yearly Belgian health insurance budget used for covering medical activities directly 
linked to cervical cancer screening amounts up to 65 million euro. The 2005 budget was 
composed as detailed in Table 13.  
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Table 13. Activities billed to the health insurance in 2005 

Activity Unit cost 
RIZIV/INAMI (in 
euro) 

Number of cases 
per year (2005) 

Cost RIZIV/INAMI 
in (in million euro) 

Visit 20.44 1 303 014 26.63 

Smear taking 4.38 1 303 014 5.71 

Colposcopy 10.88 402 218 4.38 

Biopsy taking 6.53 19 507 0.13 

Pap smear (pathology) 19.57 1 303 014 25.50 

Biopsy (pathology) 119.47 19 507 2.33 

Total   64.68 

The above budget estimate was not corrected for the unknown number of patient visits 
which took place primarily for reasons other then cervical smear taking. On the other 
hand, the cost of conisation and the associated visits were not included in the budget. 

Table 14 lists the relevant activities billed to the health insurance (RIZIV/INAMI) 
between 1996 and 2000, provided by IMA/AIM (Intermutualistisch Agentschap/Agence 
Inter-Mutualiste) in the context of an analysis conducted by the Scientific Institute of 
Public Health 216. From 1996 to 2000 the number of Pap smear interpretations billed 
showed an average increase of 4.4% per year. Recent data show further increase to 
about 1.3 million Pap smears billed per year for the 2005 bookyear. About 4% of the 
Pap smears were billed by gynaecologists. Most of the Pap smears were requested by 
gynaecologists. General practitioners requested about 10% of the Pap smears. 

Table 14. Activities billed to the health insurance 1996-2000 and 2005 

Act Mean number in 
1996-2000 

Number in 2000 Number in 2005  

Pap smear taking (overall) 1 050 240 1 054 731 1 134 667 

% of Pap smears taken by GP 15.5% 13.5% 10.1% 

Colposcopy 401 991 394 187 402 218 

Biopsy taking 21 228 20 800 19 507 

Conisation  4889 5 088 7 007 

Pap smear (pathology) 1 146 840 1 219 126 1 303 014 

Biopsy (pathology) 14 551 20 800 19 507 

Based on interviews with 118 GP�’s in Brussels in 2001-2002, 27% of the physicians 
performed Pap smear collections.258 In the Flemish region 20% of the Pap smears were 
taken by a general practitioner (GP) in 2000 based on billed activities216, while this 
proportion is substantially lower in Brussels (8.3%) and the Walloon Region (3.3%). 
These proportions have been decreasing between 1996 and 2000 in all three regions, 
and in 2004 only 10% of all Pap smears were taken by a GP.  

Screening interval and coverage 

Whereas guidance documents of the organisations of both gynaecologists259 and GPs249 
support a Pap smear taken at three year intervals in women 25 to 64 years old, in 
practice a shorter screening interval is common (�“het jaarlijkse uitstrijkje�”). This surplus 
of papsmears may present an opportunity for annual control of other gynaecological 
conditions such as contraception, menopause�… Possible benefits arising from these 
activities are difficult to quantify. 
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In 1996-2000 the number of women between 25 and 64 years old was on average 2 709 
901. Overall 2 251 615 women had a Pap smear taken in the period 1996-2000.  
1 822 749 (82.3%) of these women were in the age range 25-64, representing a 5-year 
screening coverage in 2000 of 67.3%. Ten per cent of Pap smears were taken in women 
who were younger, and 6.8% in women who were older. The number of smears taken 
per woman is given in Table 15. 

Table 15. Distribution of the number of smears taken per woman in the 
period 1996-2000 216. 

Smears per woman Number of women Percent Cumulative percent 

1    712 810   31.66   31.66 

2    549.112   24.39   56.05 

3    426.621   18.95   74.99 

4 or more    563 072   25.00 100.00 

Total 2 251 615 100.00  

In women having at least two smears in the period 1996-2000 a one year interval 
between two successive smears was observed in 61% of cases. In 2000 the three year 
screening coverage in the age group 25-64 was 58.6%, with a maximum of 67% in the 
30-34 age group. The 3-year coverage in 2000 varied slightly by region: 57.4% in the 
Flemish region, 57.6% in Brussels and 60.9% in the Walloon region.  

Earlier estimates of coverage had been based on telephone interview or health 
interview survey, and were higher for all regions. The screening coverage had been 
estimated at 82.3% in the Flemish region based on telephone interview, and at 73.4% 
based on the 1997 health interview survey.260 For the Walloon Region the estimate was 
64.1% based on the health interview survey and was higher in a more recent telephone 
survey in the province of Hainaut. For Brussels the health interview survey indicated a 
64.0% coverage.241 

The coverage percentages obtained come with an additional large number of Pap 
smears collected and read which do not increase the coverage. For the 3-year period 
1998-2000, 88.2% of Pap smears were collected in women 25-64 years old who already 
had a Pap smear < 3 years ago. This overuse percentage varies from 85.6% in the 
Flemish region to 98.5% in the Brussels region. Assuming that 10% of the overuse is 
spent for follow-up, it has been estimated that about 400 000 Pap smears taken yearly 
do not contribute to screening coverage or follow-up. Moreover, about 200 000 smears 
are yearly collected from women younger or older than the target age range of 25-64 
years. These two items cost the RIZIV/INAMI about 12 Mio EURO per year. This is 
about half of 25 million total expenditure for Pap smear collection (nearly 4 Mio EURO, 
or 3.24 EURO per collection) and interpretation (20.5 Mio EURO, or 16.21 EURO per 
interpretation)216. If in addition the visit fees, fees for colposcopy (often without biopsy) 
and other screening-related interventions are considered, over-screening and screening 
out of age target range induce another considerable cost. 

HPV testing 

Funding of HPV testing by the social security started at the Centres for Molecular 
Diagnosis (CMD�’s) in 1998.257 The yearly overall CMD health insurance budget 
remained fixed at 6,5 million Euro. After an increase in the number of centres from 10 
to 18 based on legal judgment, the legal basis of the CMD�’s was rejected early 2005 by 
the Council of State. The Human Papilloma Virus (HPV) test was one of the 94 
molecular tests performed at the CMD�’s. Starting early 2005 HPV testing at those labs 
is thus no longer funded by the health insurance.  

In 2003, 24 213 tests were performed in 20 920 patients at the CMD�’s. The number of 
yearly tests per patient varied by CMD from 1.00 to 1.41. A total of 11 381 HPV tests 
were positive, with the proportion of positives varying by CMD from 24% to 75%, 
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suggesting some variability in the indications used for HPV testing. This variation in 
indications used is also illustrated by the recent survey data. For the year 2004, the 
number of HPV tests at the CMD�’s showed a strong increase to 31 319, while the 
number of positive HPV tests increased only slightly to 12 261. In addition to the HPV 
tests performed at the CMD�’s, HPV testing is also routinely performed by some private 
laboratories. Their total volume is unknown.  

According to the 2006 cyto-pathology lab survey, HPV tests represents about 2% of all 
PAP tests performed at the lab (from < 1% to 7.5% for the 6 labs which reported their 
overall volume). These HPV tests are either performed at the cyto-pathology lab or 
outsourced to another lab (cyto-pathology, microbiology/clinical biology). Most labs 
currently pay themselves for the HPV testing. Two labs which have the test performed 
externally, report the patient is invoiced for the HPV testing. In the 2006 VVOG survey 
26 out of 61 responding gynaecologists report their patients are invoiced by the lab for 
HPV tests. The amount invoiced varies from 15 euro to 50 euro (median 30 euro). The 
HPV testing method was not associated with the practice of invoicing the patient nor 
the amount invoiced.  

The reagent cost for the HC2 test at the CMD�’s was 14.28 �€. The overall testing cost 
for HPV using PCR of HC2 can be estimated at about 30 euro per test.257  Billing codes 
for HPV tests already exist in a number of countries, including Australia, France, 
Germany, UK, and Switzerland.  

As documented above, it has been estimated that about 400 000 Pap smears taken 
yearly do not contribute to screening coverage or follow-up. Moreover, about 200 000 
smears are yearly collected from women younger or older than the target age range of 
25-64 years.  

The registry of Flemish-Brabant, with Pap smear results directly coded using the 
Bethesda 2001 terminology, shows ASC-US/LSIL results in 3% of the Pap smears. If we 
extrapolate to the 700 000 Pap smears which can be justified based on the current 
coverage of 59% of the target population, we estimate the need of HPV tests for ASC-
US triage at up to 21 000 tests per year (number in fact includes also LSIL cases). 
Assuming two HPV tests for each of the yearly 7000 conisations for treatment follow-
up (only expert based guidance exists), an additional 14 000 - 21 000 HPV tests are 
estimated. The overall estimate of HPV tests is thus 35 000 - 42 000 tests.   At a unit 
cost of 30 euro per HPV test the required health insurance budget would be 1.05 - 1.26 
million euro. It speaks for itself that a larger budget and number of justified Pap smears 
and HPV tests have to be taken into account in case of a higher coverage of the target 
population. It should also be noted that if the 3% is calculated on the current overall 
volume of 1.3 million Pap smears the estimate of the number of HPV tests is higher.   
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Key points 

 In Belgium, preventive healthcare resides within the responsibilities of the 
three communities, while the medical activities concerned are being paid by 
the federal social security. 

 Despite a 65 million euro Belgian health insurance budget used for covering 
medical activities directly linked to cervical cancer screening, an estimated 
700 women are diagnosed with invasive cervical cancer each year. About a 
third of these women will die from cervical cancer.  

 Cervical cancer screening is essentially opportunistic. Screening initiatives 
were set up in the Flemish provinces. Efforts to start a central cervical 
cancer screening programme have failed so far. 

 There is no national external quality assurance programme for Pap smear 
analysis. 

 The 3-year Pap screening coverage in women 25-64 years old is only 59% in 
Belgium. 

 Many of the women screened are over-screened.  

 Introducing HPV testing for ASC-US triage and treatment follow-up 
requires a health-insurance budget of about 1.2 million euro. 

 The available resources, if used more efficiently, are theoretically sufficient 
to cover the whole target population. 
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5 PATIENT ISSUES 
The issue and practice of screening for cervical cancer raises several ethical 
considerations about the detection in pre-symptomatic stages. It has been recognized 
that screening may not only have benefits but also associated harms for participants. 
Women may experience psychological harm such as anxiety, false alarms, false 
reassurance and side effects such as unnecessary colposcopies and biopsies, over-
diagnosis, and over-treatment 261. Hence the issue of participation following informed 
decision making is of particular interest. A good understanding of the behavioural 
factors linked to cervical cancer screening also urges for a deeper consideration of 
factors that determine the participation in cervical screening programs and 
interventions to encourage participation.  

The role of HPV testing in cervical cancer screening offers an interesting approach. 
Whereas routine HPV screening is not recommended (yet), the use of HPV testing to 
triage women whose pap smear results show ASCUS is a recommended management 
option. Hence, HPV testing in the management of ASCUS or in the context of cervical 
screening raises important questions about informed participation in cervical screening. 
Especially the question how to provide information to patients enabling informed 
decisions has to be discussed. 

5.1 SEARCH STRATEGY 

First systematic reviews were searched in the Cochrane library. The key words �‘cervical 
cancer screening�’ and �‘Human papillomavirus�’ were used. One relevant systematic 
review was found 262. Secondly, we looked for original research. We searched for 
systematic reviews and original research in the databases Pubmed, Embase and Cinahl.  
A description of the detailed search strategy can be found in annex. Additional 
references were located through searching by keywords, the bibliographies of identified 
studies, related papers and by contacts with specialists in the subject area. The search 
for literature has been performed in May 2006.  

5.2 DETERMINANTS OF PARTICIPATION  

The uptake of pap smears varies between and within countries. A report of the 
International Agency for research on cancer (IARC) reviewed studies of the last 10 
years on predictors of participation in cervical cancer screening programs 30 In many 
studies attendance was associated with a higher income and educational level 263. 
Employed women were found to be more likely to attend screening than unemployed 
women 240. A more recent US study however found that screening participation was 
higher in non employed women. A possible explanation is that the segment of 
individuals working for minimum wages and for employers that don�’t provide an 
insurance to their employees increases in the US and is represented in the sample 264. 
Another reported predictor that is often closely linked to the socio-economic status 265 
was the ethnicity 266. Ethnicity as a predictor of attendance of cervical cancer screening 
also reflects the influence of cultural barriers 267. Less conclusive was the impact of the 
health status. The prevalence of risk factors such as sexual intercourse at young age, 
multiple sex partners, contraceptive pill use, smoking have increased over time but 
women at higher risk are generally better screened in the Flemish region of Belgium 260. 
Age was found to be an important predictor for attendance 265. Most studies in the 
IARC report found that younger women were more likely to participate in cervical 
screening programs than older women. A US study using a national interview survey 
among 18 388 women older than 18 years who had a pap test in the last 12 months 
however found that women of childbearing age (18-44) had a lower percentage of 
cervical cancers screening in the last 12 months than the women older than 44 264. The 
authors suggest that issues related to insurance provider and benefits type could be an 
explanatory factor.   
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Overscreening (interval between pap smear less than 3 years) was found to be an 
important  phenomenon among screened women especially within the younger age 
groups.  

Participation also has been reported to vary by marital status. Singles were less likely to 
participate in screening than married, divorced and widowed women 260, 240, 268. 
Moreover evidence was found that women who live in rural areas are less likely to 
attend for screening than those from urban areas 269. Among the rural population farm 
lifestyle was revealed to be a predictor for failure of participation 270.   

Better knowledge about the screening procedure (the screening interval, the perceived 
necessity...) increases the attendance. Anticipated embarrassment and attitudes to 
screening (for instance women don�’t go for screening if they don�’t have any symptoms) 
are also strongly associated with participation 267, 268. Anxiety and fear of cancer were 
identified by several studies reviewed in the IARC report30 as factors of non attendance 
of screening.  

One of the main predictors of attendance reported were the interactions with the 
health provider characteristics and health care organisation. Attendance increases when 
the physician is female, when a recommendation is made by a doctor to attend 
screening and to health insurance issues 271. A UK population based study reported the 
impact factors of primary care service delivery. Independent predictors were general 
practice structure, workload and GP characteristics²272.  

5.3 INTERVENTIONS TO ENCOURAGE PARTICIPATION 

All of the trials included in the Cochrane review 273 on interventions targeted at women 
to encourage the participation in cervical screening were based on the assumption that 
screening was beneficial and high level of participation should be achieved at all costs. 
The review showed some evidence to support the use of invitation letters. This finding 
was confirmed by the IARC report 30. Invitation letters with fixed appointments were 
more effective than invitations with open appointments. The accuracy of population 
registers was identified as a key issue. Limited evidence is available to support 
educational interventions but it was unclear what format was most effective (i.e. 
printed, video/slide or face to face presentations). Other interventions such as revealing 
the gender of the smear taker in the invitation letter and the use of a health promotion 
nurse appeared promising approaches but their effectiveness was only assessed in a 
limited number of studies. In the UK it has been recommended that a leaflet 
emphasising the risks and benefits should be included with every invitation for screening 
274.   

An RCT including all women invited to organised screening in Sweden (n=12.240) 
evaluated the effectiveness of 3 different interventions: a) an invitation letter 
accompanied by an information brochure versus a control group with a standard 
invitation letter. b) a reminder letter to non-attendees after the first intervention 
compared with women who did not receive a reminder letter. c) a phone reminder to 
non�–attenders compared with non phone reminder 275. Enclosing an information leaflet 
did not increase attendance. This finding was consistent with earlier studies 30. A 
reminder letter and a phone reminder however significantly increased women�’s 
attendance 275.  

A Dutch study revealed that invitation for a national screening programme for cervical 
cancer by a GP resulted in a higher participation rate than a letter by the local health 
authority.  The differences were the greatest among non western women, women who 
lived in highly urban areas and in the youngest age group 269. Evidence was found that 
personal approach such as face-to-face contact, home visits that included delivering 
educational material and providing tailored counselling increase participation rates.30 
Multi-component interventions are most effective. Of the studies included in the IARC 
report 30 that evaluated the effect of physician�’s reminders only 2 found a significant 
increase in screening participation compared with no intervention. Studies regarding 
community orientated strategies reported that mass media campaigns were effective if 
they were linked to other strategies. Mass media alone was reported to be effective to 
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increase participation in only one study. A Polish study found that the use of a website 
on cervical cancer increased the participation of screening 276. 

Most of the assessed studies apply to local situations. Drawing general conclusions from 
local experiences however is difficult. Moreover the quality of the literature on this 
issue is often poor. 

5.4 CURRENT KNOWLEDGE OF HPV AND INFORMATION 
NEEDS 

Extensive -mostly UK and US based- qualitative research regarding the knowledge level 
on HPV has been carried out. Knowledge and awareness of HPV was reported to be 
low by several studies performed in the general population 
(http://www.kff.org/womenshealth/upload/The-HPV-Test-Coming-Soon-to-a-Doctor-s-
Office-Near-You-Is-It-Better-than-the-Pap-Smear-for-Detecting-Cervical-Cancer-Chart-
Pack.pdf, 277 as well as in targeted groups such as patients in health clinics 278-283, 
university students and staff 284-291 and adolescents 292, 293. Similar low percentages were 
found for knowledge of cervical cancer and risk factors in general (IARC report). 

Knowledge of HPV was also tested among Mexican physicians 294. Most of the physicians 
identified the HPV virus as the main cause of cervical cancer. The questionnaire 
however included an informational paragraph on HPV. A study among Belgian GP�’s and 
trainees found that they have appropriate knowledge of the relationship between HPV 
and cervical cancer. They underestimated however the role of smoking and the correct 
chance of survival for women in whom cervical cancer is detected within the frame of 
the cervical smear program 295. 

Several studies expressed women�’s need for more information on HPV and found that 
existing information was perceived to be inadequate 296, 281, 297. Women wanted more 
information on different HPV viral types, transmission, implications for sexual partners, 
prevalence, latency and regression of HPV, their management options and the 
implications of infection for cancer risk and fertility 297. 

The information needs on HPV were also explored in a 2002 study using focus groups 
in ethnically diverse, low-income women in Massachusetts, US 280. Most of the women 
had not heard of HPV before. Areas of confusion identified were the distinction 
between low-risk and high-risk strains of HPV, the meaning of HPV tests versus Pap 
smear results, and the level of concern warranted by HPV infection. The core areas of 
desired information were similar among women of different age, ethnic and income 
group. Younger women however focused on the sexual transmission of HPV, rather 
than on its potential to cause cancer. Following these findings the study suggests that 
education on HPV must 

 Include accurate information regarding transmission, prevention, treatment 
and cervical carcinoma risk  

 Tailor messages to describe HPV susceptibility according to age, risk profile 
and literacy 

 Present clarification regarding HPV strains and their consequence  

 Offer explanation of different types of tests and their results 

 Provide information in a manner that balances accurate discussion of cancer 
risks with the reassurance that following recommended screening practices 
will reduce risk to negligible levels.  

5.5 PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT AND ATTITUDES TOWARDS 
HPV TESTING 

The psychological impact on tested women for HPV in case when smear test results are 
borderline or mildly dyskaryotic, was assessed using a questionnaire 298 The survey 
demonstrated that HPV testing was associated with increased anxiety, even in those 
with a negative result. Women with abnormal smear test result experience a higher 
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level of anxiety and are less likely to attend a follow �–up smear test within the 
recommended time frame 299.  At 6 months follow-up the concern was greatest in 
women who did not undergo HPV testing 300. Women reported that the psychological 
strain of HPV testing is affected by the effectiveness of health information about the 
virus, its transmission, latency, prevention and association with CIN 297.  

A UK focus study 296 McCaffery et al. studied the attitudes towards HPV testing within 
primary cervical cancer screening among a sample of 71 women of varying ethnicity.  
HPV was stigmatised as an STI and associated with genital warts. There was concern 
about cervical cancer risk and transmission and confusion between high risk HPV, 
genital warts and other low risk wart types. The author argues that this might have 
some implications for the provision of information to women as far as it suggests that 
the use of the term �‘wart virus�’ to describe high �– risk HPV, may encourage confusion 
and exacerbate stigma 285.  Feelings of anger, distress, anxiety and relationship difficulties 
were expressed by participants in all groups, but particularly in the Indian and Pakistani 
group. More positive views however were demonstrated by the African �– Caribbean 
and white British group. They expressed feelings of relief that �‘something�’ could be 
found at an early stage. Feelings of anger, fear, anxiety, regret and confusion were also 
predicted for female college students who were asked to imagine testing positive for 
HPV 284.  

A review article on existing research on the topic found that testing positive for HPV 
indeed causes psychological harm such as emotional distress, sexual problems, concerns 
about transmission, negative impact on self image, feelings of stigma 301. Mc Caffery et al. 
demonstrated in a survey of adult women completed 1 week after having received the 
results of HPV and PAP test that those women who were HPV positive had higher 
levels of anxiety and interpersonal concern than those who were HPV negative 302. The 
response to a the test result and psychological burden of HPV infection relates to 
women�’s understanding of the key features of HPV but also to their relationship status 
and history, their social and cultural norms and practices around sex and relationships 
303, 304. The style in which results are reported by physicians and the mode of delivering 
the result was also revealed as a factor that influence women�’s psychological response 
to the diagnosis of HPV 297.  

Although HPV testing as primary screening tool is not recommended in adolescents and 
young women, the short�–term psychological, behavioural and interpersonal impact of 
HPV and PAP results has been studied for this group of women. Similar to the findings 
that assessed the impact of HPV testing for adult women, relief was reported if results 
of HPV testing were negative and anxiety or distress if the result was negative 79,305. The 
participants however also reported a number of positive responses to test results, 
including empowerment, intention to practice safer sexual behaviours; intention to 
return for STI or pap screening and belief that disclosure of test results to partners is a 
valuable communication tool 79. 

A UK study on how women make sense of information about HPV identified aspects of 
HPV knowledge as key components to minimise the potential negative impact of a 
positive HPV -test result 306. The participants mentioned that they wanted to be aware 
of the high prevalence, the fact that testing positive for HPV would not cause the 
development of warts, the spontaneous clearance, the dormancy of the virus, that 
future transmission of the virus to male partners is not a reason for concern. 

5.6 INFORMED DECISION MAKING  

Informed decision making can be defined as �“an individuals overall process of gathering 
relevant information from both his or her clinician and from other clinical and non 
clinical sources, with or without independent clarification of values (United States 
Preventive Services Task Force http://www.ahrq.gov/clinic/uspstfix.htm). Increased 
patient involvement may lead to better decision �– making, as the likelihood increases 
that decisions reflect the patients�’ needs, preferences and values (PSA report �– KCE 
http://kce.fgov.be/index_nl.aspx?ID=0&SGREF=5272&CREF=6705). In the particular 
case of HPV testing in cervical cancer screening, tensions arise between promoting 
informed decision making and the risk to decrease attendance in participation in cervical 
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cancer screening. A possible scenario is that if women are fully informed on HPV testing 
the participation rate will decline as a result of social stigma or as women who do not 
regard themselves being at risk of an STI may stop attending screening 301. Irwig et al. 
argue that concordance between consumer preferences and screening behaviour should 
replace participation as one of the measurements of success for screening programmes 
307.  

To enable patients to make an informed decision they need the appropriate information 
308. An informed decision making intervention is any intervention in a community or 
health care system that promotes informed decision making. Informed decision making 
interventions can be targeted at individuals or at the population  concerned. The supply 
of information by health care providers is often not optimal.  A common criticism by 
health care providers is that informing the patient extensively is a time consuming 
activity. Moreover not all providers have the skills and training to provide information in 
an appropriate way. In a study among Mexican physicians roughly 20% thought that 
providers would not know how to counsel women on this topic, although nearly all 
physicians acknowledge the necessity of providing information to women about the 
relation between HPV and cervical cancer. Following this finding the author suggests 
that appropriate education is needed 294. Alternatively other clinical providers can play 
an important role in providing HPV information to patients 280. An intervention by a 
practice nurse delivering an educational package on mildly dyskaryotic smears was 
reported to be effective on women�’s knowledge and appreciation 309.  

Although it is not recommended to use HPV as a primary screen, an example of the 
pathway of provision of information was given in literature 310. It was suggested that 
generalised information could be given to every woman with the letter of invitation for 
screening, followed by specific information dependent on the woman�’s result. The 
information pathway if HPV is used for triage of atypical cells of undetermined 
significance was not described. Mc Caffery et al. suggest that women participating in 
cervical screening should obtain information on HPV and it�’s role in cervical cancer 
screening prior to screening rather than afterwards 297. 

Shared decision making goes beyond informed decision making by emphasizing that the 
decision process is joint and shared between the patient and the health care provider 
(The concepts of informed decision making and shared decision making have extensively 
been discussed in a KCE report on PSA screening, 311. The model of shared decision 
making is reported to be a good model for HPV testing in the scope of cervical cancer 
screening 312. The variety of options available for management of ASC-US results may 
create some confusion for patients but more than one option also provides a unique 
opportunity for women to participate in decision making 262. Women with mildly 
abnormal pap smears were found to be not indifferent to alternative screening 
protocols. Melnikow et al. evaluated 313, 314 preferences among ethnically diverse women 
for the management of a low �– grade abnormal Pap smear result: early colposcopy or 
observation with repeat pap smears. HPV-testing however was not included as an 
option. Wide variation was found in women�’s preferences. The impact of the different 
interventions was found not to be confined to health outcomes 315. The authors suggest 
that a flexible and approach needs to be adopted by physicians. In that way clinicians 
should provide technical information and the potential effects on patient�’s psychological 
and social well being. On the other hand the woman can express her anxieties, beliefs 
and preferences towards HPV and cervical cancer screening.  

Besides information provided at the individual level, information strategies at population 
level can support informed decision making. Information can be delivered through 
different channels, such as mass media, small media, group education. The quality of 
information offered however is an issue. Anhang and al. reviewed the information on 
HPV in mass media and found that new stories in qualitative newspapers often don�’t 
make the link to cervical cancer or does not mention that condoms are imperfect at 
preventing HPV infection. Similarly, the authors found that only a minority of sources 
mention that HPV can be asymptomatic and often shows regression without treatment. 
Only a quarter of the sources mention most women with HPV do not develop cancer. 
Also the distinction in HPV genotypes associated with genital wards from those 
associated with cervical cancer is rarely made 262.   



KCE reports vol.38  Cervical cancer screening and HPV 69 

Interventions to support patients in making informed decisions about cancer screening 
increase knowledge, accuracy of beliefs and perceptions of screening or both 316. Little 
evidence is available about whether the interventions promoted decisions are consistent 
with individual preferences and values or whether the interventions resulted in 
individuals participating in decision making.  

Jepson defined a set of factors to indicate informed choice in cancer screening programs 
and to evaluate the effectiveness of interventions to increase informed choice 308: 

 How informed is the person when making his/her choice 

 Preferred and/or intended choice 

 Barriers towards carrying out the choice 

 Values and beliefs 

 Degree of preferred involvement 

 Degree of coercion or control  

 Perceived availability of choice 

 Behaviour carried out 

A review on literature of informed decision making interventions and decisions aids, 
lead Rimer and colleagues to identify seven lessons regarding informed decision making 
in cancer screening: 

 Informed decision making interventions increase short �–term improvements 
in knowledge, beliefs and accuracy of cancer risk perceptions. 

 There is insufficient evidence to conclude whether informed decision making 
interventions result in decisions that are consistent with patients�’ 
preferences. 

 The impact of informed decision making interventions on screening is 
modest. Informed decision making interventions generally have resulted in 
small increases of attending for cervical cancer screening programs 

 Informed decision making interventions are needed, especially for those 
cancer screening tests for which the evidence is uncertain or is very 
sensitive to patients�’ preferences 

 In the short run, participation in informed decision making should be 
facilitated for those patients who want it. Greater number of individuals 
should be encouraged to participate more fully in their health care.  

 Decision making information can be provided to individuals outside clinical 
encounters. This not only may attenuate health disparities but may enhance 
the efficiency of patient �– physician interactions.  
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Key points 

 Factors that determine  participation to cervical cancer screening are 

o Socio-demographic factors: age, ethnicity, marital status, and rural 
residence 

o Socio-economic factors: income and educational level 

o Interactions with the health provider characteristics and health care 
organisation 

 Knowledge of women on HPV generally is poor. Women expressed the need 
for more information on HPV and existing information was perceived to be 
inadequate. 

 Testing positive for HPV causes psychological harm such as emotional 
distress, sexual problems, concerns about transmission, negative impact on 
self image and feelings of stigma. 

 Gynaecologists and general practitioners have the (legal) obligation to 
inform the patient in order to allow the patient to make a well considered 
consent. (Written) consent before HPV testing however is not necessary 
since the test can be considered as part of the entire process of screening for 
which the patient has consented. In case of an HPV positive result however 
the patient has be informed on and to consent to the follow �– up procedure.  

 Informing the patient and making health care choices is more than just 
offering technical information to the patient. Cognitive and emotional 
aspects affect the process of decision making, as well as cultural barriers and 
differences in literacy.  

 Offering information tools with pre-test information, such as for instance 
information leaflets on cervical cancer screening and HPV (separate 
brochures can be used for possible follow-up interventions), a central 
website or telephone service has to be encouraged.  

 Increased patient involvement may lead to better decision �– making, as the 
likelihood increases that decisions reflect the patients needs values and 
preferences.  

 The impact of informed decision making interventions on participation in 
screening is modest 
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6 APPENDICES 

6.1  APPENDIX 1. SEARCH STRATEGY LITERATURE ON 
PATIENT ISSUES 

Medline  

"Uterine Cervical Neoplasms"[MeSH] AND "Papillomavirus, Human"[MeSH] 

"Uterine Cervical Neoplasms"[MeSH] AND "Attitude"[MeSH] 

"Knowledge"[MeSH] AND "Papillomavirus, Human"[MeSH] 

"Papillomavirus, Human"[MeSH] AND "Stress, Psychological"[MeSH] 

"Papillomavirus, Human"[MeSH] AND "Attitude"[MeSH] 

"Informed Consent"[MeSH] AND "Papillomavirus, Human"[MeSH] 

"Patient Participation"[MeSH] AND "Papillomavirus, Human"[MeSH] 

"Patient Education"[MeSH] AND "Uterine Cervical Neoplasms"[MeSH] 

"Patient Education"[MeSH] AND "Papillomavirus, Human"[MeSH] 

"Patient Compliance"[MeSH] AND "Mass Screening"[MeSH] AND "Uterine Cervical 
Neoplasms"[MeSH] 

"Patient Participation"[MeSH] AND "Uterine Cervical Neoplasms"[MeSH] 

�“Informed consent"[MeSH] AND "Papillomavirus, Human"[MeSH]; 

 

Cinahl: 

('human papillomavirus' and 'informed consent').mp 

('human papillomavirus' and 'attitude').mp 

('human papillomavirus' and 'psychological').mp. 

('human papillomavirus' and 'knowledge').mp 

 

Embase: 

�‘informed consent�’ and �‘papilloma virus�’ 

�‘information�’ and papilloma virus�’  

�‘psychological aspect�’ and �‘papilloma virus�’  

�‘attitude�’ and �‘papilloma virus�’  

�‘patient education�’ and �‘papilloma virus�’ 

�‘cancer screening�’ and �‘patient compliance�’  and uterine cervix cancer�’ 
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