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Cervical screening of women began in the 
UK in the 1960s. Since then, some lesbian 
and bisexual women accessing screening 

have experienced homophobia, assumptions 
that they are heterosexual, inappropriate 

treatment and, most damaging of all, 
misinformation about their health when it 

comes to cervical screening.

But times are changing! Thankfully as we 
move forward in the 21st century the needs 

of lesbian and bisexual women are starting to 
be examined and understood. 

In 2009 the NHS changed their guidance 
regarding cervical screening due to evidence 

being established that all women (with a 
cervix who are aged between 25 and 64) 

need cervical screening regardless of their 
sexual orientation or sexual history. 

This guide tells you everything you 
need to know when it comes to you and 

cervical screening. It’s been very kindly 
funded through the NHS Cancer Screening 

Programmes without whom this vital guide 
for lesbian and bisexual women would not be 

sitting in your hands.

Read it – your cervix is worth it. 

Your cervix
is worth it!
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“I’M a 
lesbian so 

i don’t 
need a 

cervical 
screening     

test.”
04
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All women between the ages of 25 and 64 
who have a cervix need to get screened, 
regardless of whether or not they’ve slept 
with a man.  

The Human Papilloma Virus (HPV), which 
causes cervical cancer, can be passed on 
during sexual activity between two women. 
Genital HPV is transmitted primarily by skin-
to-skin contact. The time from exposure to 
the virus to the development of cervical 
disease is highly variable and the virus can 
remain dormant in some people for long 
periods of time. Practising safer sex reduces 
the risk of being infected with HPV but it 
will not completely eradicate the risk as HPV 
lives on the skin in and around the whole 
genital area.

DON’T GET LEFT
IN THE DARK

FACT
Regular 
screening 
prevents around 
75% of cervical 
cancers from 
ever developing 
so be sure to 
get tested and 
spread the 
word too, by 
encouraging your 
friends to go 
for screening.
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DiD you
know?
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SO WHO 
NEEDS ThE 
TEST?
In England, all women aged between 25 and 64 with a cervix 
are eligible for free cervical screening tests every 3 or 5 years, 
and are strongly advised to attend.

Who gets invited, and when?

Age  Frequency of Testing
25  First invitation
25-49  3 yearly
50-64  5 yearly
65+  Women who have never been screened can request  
  a test and women who have had recent 
  abnormal results will still be invited until their 
  follow-up is complete.
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If you’ve never been 
sexually active with 
anyone (man or woman), 
then research shows that 
your chance of developing 
cervical cancer is very 
low.  
In these circumstances, the NHS advises 
that a woman might choose to decline the 
invitation for cervical screening.  However, 
remember it’s low risk, not no risk - so 
discuss it further with your doctor.

If you’re not currently sexually active but 
have had partners in the past, then you 
should still continue screening.

If you have any unusual symptoms, such 
as bleeding after sex or between periods, 
then don’t wait until your next screening 
test is due - you should visit your doctor to 
see if you need other investigations.

If you’ve had a hysterectomy then speak 
to your doctor about whether you need 
testing as it will depend on the type of 
hysterectomy you’ve had.

Some school 
aged girls are 
being given the 
HPV Vaccination 
– but they still 
need to attend 
screening when 
they’re the right 
age as the 
vaccine doesn’t 
protect against 
all types of HPV.

DiD you
know?



Sometimes, lesbian and bisexual women 
have been advised by health workers 

that they don’t need to have a cervical 
screening test if they don’t sleep with men, 

or aren’t currently sleeping with men.  

The old leaflet from the NHS used to 
advise that you might choose to decline 

the invitation for screening if you’ve never 
been sexually active with a man.  Or, you 

may have been told by friends, partners or 
family that you don’t need to be screened. 

Let’s face it – cervical screening tests aren’t 
the nicest of procedures, so if someone 

mentions you don’t need to be screened, 
then you’re probably not going to argue 

with them! However, new research was 
carried out and this all changed.   Whilst it 

is still believed that you may be more at risk 
if you’ve had sexual contact with a man, 
research states that women exclusively 

sleeping with women are still at risk.

 Either way, it doesn’t matter who you sleep with, 
or who you’ve slept with in the past – you’re 

eligible for screening, so go and get your test!

“That’s so
2009!”
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THE EXPERT
OPINION
“the biggest risk factor for cervical 
cancer is non-attendance for screening 
so we encourage all women aged 25 to 
64, irrespective of their 
sexual orientation, to 
accept their 
invitations 
for cervical 
screening.”
NHS CANCER
SCREENING
PROGRAMMES



WHY DO 
YOU NEED 
THE TEST?
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Cervical cancer can often be 
prevented.  Nearly all cases of cervical 

cancer are associated with the HPV 
virus, which is a sexually transmitted 

infection. 

The virus causes changes in the cells of 
the cervix, which can go on to develop 
into cancer over time if left untreated. 
That’s why it’s important to check the 

health of the cells regularly.

Unlike other cancer screening 
methods, cervical screening is not a 

test for cancer. It is a method of 
preventing cancer by detecting and 
treating early abnormalities.  So, the 

best way to prevent cervical cancer, is 
to go and get screened.

Early detection and treatment can 
prevent 75% of cancers developing.

Sadly around 900 
women die of cervical 
cancer each year in 
England.  However, 
many of those who 
develop it haven’t been 
screened regularly.  
Thanks to cervical 
screening, cervical 
cancer is now an 
uncommon disease in 
this country.



what is a 
cervical 
screening 
test?
A cervical screening test checks the 
health of the cervix (the lower part 
of the womb).  

You may be more familiar with 
the term ‘smear’.  This is what the 
procedure used to be called and 
refers to the way the test was 
carried out, as cells were taken 
from the cervix and smeared 
onto a microscope slide.  

Something called ‘Liquid based cytology’ 
is a newer and more reliable method of 
preparing and examining cell samples 
and has replaced the smear method.   The 
sample is collected using a special device 
which brushes cells from the neck of the 
womb. Rather than smearing the sample 
onto a slide, the cells are transferred into 
preservative fluid. 

The sample is sent to the laboratory 
where it is examined under a microscope 
by a cytologist.



“Where’s my
cervix?”
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WHAT
HAPPENS?
The NHS Cervical Screening Programme has a system to 
invite eligible women who are registered with a GP to attend 
cervical screening. 
As long as your contact details on your medical records are correct, 
you will get a letter inviting you to book a cervical screening test 
when you are due one.  

Women are first invited at 25, and will get repeat invites every 3 or 5 
years thereafter until they reach 65.  

Usually, cervical screening is carried out at your GP practice, by the 
practice nurse.  You can choose to been screened at a Sexual Health 
Clinic if you prefer, and information about your different options is 
often sent out with this invite letter.  You can also be screened at a 
Family Planning Clinic or a Well Woman Clinic.

Along with your invitation to attend cervical screening you will 
receive a leaflet which tells you more about the screening process, 
and may answer any questions you might have.



WHat should i 
do before the 
test? You will need to contact your GP 

(or the venue you wish to have your 
cervical screening test at) to arrange an 

appointment.  

If you have any access needs or if you 
want to make sure you have a female 
nurse or doctor to carry out your test, 

then make this known when you book 
your appointment.

If you want to have a wash and spruce 
up down there before your test then 

go ahead - whatever makes you 
more comfortable.  But remember 

your vagina is self cleaning so harsh 
products or excessive cleaning can 

upset it’s delicate ph balance. 

can i have sex     
before the test?

It’s advised that you don’t use 
lubricant, spermicide, or a barrier 

method of contraception (i.e. condom) 
for 24 hours before the test, as the 

chemicals may affect the test. 

 If you use these, then it might be best 
to abstain for a day.

It’s best not to be tested 
during your period – it’s 
better to have your test 
mid-cycle - usually 14 
days after the start of 
your last period.

14

DiD you
know?
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on the 
day
the nhs don’t currently monitor sexual orientation, 
so you should not be routinely asked about your 
sexual orientation. 
However, many women find that they get asked sexual health 
questions which are more appropriate for heterosexual women, 
such as ‘do you use contraception?’.  

At this point, you may wish to mention your sexual orientation 
so that the information you are asked for or are given is more 
appropriate.  On page 18 there’s more information about why and 
how you might want to do this.

Once they have asked a few questions, the person doing the test 
will talk you through the procedure.  This is the chance to ask 
whatever questions you might have so feel free to ask them.  

You will then be asked to take your clothes off from the waist down 
and lie on an examination bed (If you’re cringing at this point 
then fear not – check out page 23).  You’ll be told how to position 
yourself but a good way to do this is to draw your legs up so your 
feet touch your bum, and then drop your knees to the sides.  An 
instrument called a speculum will be used to gently open your 
vagina so your GP or nurse can see your cervix and take a sample.
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RESULTS
AND WHAT THEY MEA

N
YOUR

You will be notified of your test result 
through a letter, which you should receive 
within 2 weeks of having your test.
Most results are normal, but abnormal cells are found in some 
women.  Abnormal cells indicate that cancer may develop. 
Treatment can be given to prevent cancer from developing 
in women with abnormal cells. So, getting your results is 
extremely important.

Normal result

About  9 in 10 routine cervical screening tests are normal. As long 
as your details are correct, you will be sent another letter when 
you’re next due a test (so make sure your contact details are kept 
up-to-date with your GP).  A normal result means you have a 
very low chance of developing cervical cancer but is not a 100% 
guarantee that it will not occur.
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Inadequate test

Don’t panic - this simply means no result can be given. For example, 
it could mean that not enough cells were taken. You will be asked 
to attend for a repeat test and will need to wait three months 
before going, to give the cells a chance to re-grow.

Abnormal result

Some changes in the cells are found in about 1 in 20 tests. In nearly 
all cases, these changes do not mean cancer. Minor or borderline 
abnormal changes are quite common and often clear up on their 
own. However, any change needs to be monitored so a repeat test 
after 3-12 months is commonly advised. 

Many women worry when an abnormality is found, but often the 
changes will have gone when the test is repeated. If the changes 
don’t go, then a referral for colposcopy is advised. Rarely is cervical 
cancer diagnosed by a cervical screening test.

What is colposcopy?

Colposcopy is a more detailed examination of the cervix. A 
magnifier (colposcope) is used to look at the cervix in more detail. 
A liquid is used to ‘paint’ the cervix which shows up the abnormal 
cells. It takes a little longer than a normal screening test (about 15 
minutes). 

During colposcopy it is usual to take a small piece of tissue from the 
cervix (biopsy) to make a more detailed assessment.

Can abnormal cells be treated?

Yes. If the cells remain abnormal after repeat testing, or the changes 
are more marked, then treatment is offered. In the vast majority 
of cases this will stop cancer developing from the abnormal cells.  
These treatments are done as an out-patient (meaning you’re in 
and out of hospital in a day) and don’t take long. 

Follow up and regular screening is needed for the next few years to 
check that the treatment has been successful.



ComingOut!
coming out is often one of the most difficult things we 
have to do, and we don’t just do it once, we come out 
to parents, friends, colleagues, and strangers on a 
regular basis.
So why should we come out to this nurse who we are meeting for 
the very first time, who is about to do something that we wouldn’t 
ordinarily do on a first date?!

Well, because it’s going to make your life easier and your 
experience more comfortable.

If you come out to your doctor, nurse or health practitioner, no 
longer will you have to deal with those questions about what 
kind of contraception you are using and questions about sexual 
intercourse that are clearly aimed at heterosexual women. 

They will be aware of the kind of sex you are having and who 
you are having it with, and will only ask you questions that are 
appropriate to you. Hoorah! This means that you will be getting a 
service that is more relevant to you.

Let’s be honest, no one gets giddy about the prospect of their 
cervical screening test but if you are out and open with your nurse 
you’re likely to feel more comfortable and able to be yourself. 
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The more relaxed you are, the quicker 
it will be over and the easier the test 
is likely to be. 

We understand it’s difficult to come 
out in the best of circumstances, 
let alone when feeling vulnerable 
and about to get half naked with a 
stranger, and not in a good way! 

If you really don’t feel able to come 
out then don’t worry, you are 
certainly not alone because we’ve all 
been there. 

The most important thing is to get 
screened, but if you do want more 
advice about coming out you can call 
The Lesbian & Gay Foundation - we’re 
here if you need us. 

Be brave and come out... your 
bravery will make it easier for the 
next generation, as the more 
lesbian and bisexual women that 
come out to their health care 
professionals, the more clued up 
they will be about our needs and 
appropriate treatment.

19
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know your 
body, know 
your rights
Don’t let your cervix get left in the dark - lesbian 
and bisexual women need a cervical screening test!
Lesbian and bisexual women need a cervical screening test and don’t let 
anybody tell you otherwise!

If a health care professional refuses you a test... use your 
rights!

The National Health Services (NHS) Constitution states: ‘You have the right 
to access NHS services. You will not be refused access on unreasonable 
grounds’ and ‘You have the right not to be unlawfully discriminated against 
in the provision of NHS services including on grounds of gender, race, 
religion or belief, sexual orientation, disability (including learning disability 
or mental illness) or age’.

So there you have it; if you are refused or have been refused a test on the 
basis of your sexual orientation, it is against the NHS constitution to deny a 
test to anyone who is eligible and the health professional involved can be 
held accountable.

Did you know...? It is illegal to deny public services to 
lesbian, gay and bisexual people.

Under the Provision of Goods and Services Act 2007, it is illegal for lesbian 
and bisexual women to be denied access to screening services on the 
grounds of their sexuality. If you are eligible for a cervical screening and are 
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denied access -  report it! 

It’s your body so don’t be afraid to ask!

We’ve spoken about all the plus points of coming out to your health 
care professional, but if you are still unsure because of concerns about 
confidentiality you might want to ask your health care professional about 
how sexual orientation is recorded in patient notes. Also, you can ask your 
GP or local Health Board to view medical notes written about you after 
November 1991. If your concern is around homophobia then read on. 

Other options open to you...

If you really don’t want to come out to your GP, you can visit a Sexual Health 
Clinic for a cervical screening.  Sometimes this may be easier as it might 
seem more anonymous. 

if you do come out to a health care 
professional and feel they are treating you 
negatively because of your sexual orientation 
you can complain on these grounds. depending 
on who the complaint is regarding you can 
complain to the gp, the practice manager or 
the pct. 

USE YOUR RIGHTS!
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make it work 
for you!
for many women, showing a stranger your intimate 
regions and worrying about whether it is going 
to hurt is a real concern, and can make women 
reluctant to attend. 
If you’re worried about this, then bring it up with your Doctor or 
Nurse.  What’s important to remember is that the person  doing  the 
test will have seen countless lady gardens in all shapes and sizes so 
yours really won’t be anything special (no offence).  

Performing  a cervical screening test is likely to be as ‘normal’ to 
them as it is for a post woman to deliver a parcel - it’s a routine 
procedure and part of their job.

Another concern women have is that the procedure might be 
painful. However most women find it painless, or only slightly 
uncomfortable. In the unlikely event that you find it painful, you 
can tell your nurse to stop. 

Fanny, lady garden, twinkle, nether regions…
whatever you call it, they’ve tested it! 

Countless numbers of women aren’t keen on the thought of 
exposing themselves and having someone do this ‘down below’ 
procedure.  But, at the end of the day, this procedure can detect 
pre-cancerous cells, which could save your life. For a few minutes 

(which is all it takes) – it’s well worth it.  
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H I N T S  A N D  T I P S
There are loads of ways to make the experience work best for 
you – here a just a few!

• Relax! If you’re tense it will be less comfortable.

• If you’re not comfortable going in for the test alone, you can 
always take a partner, friend or family member in with you.

• If you are more comfortable having your cervical screening 
test carried out by a male or a female nurse, just ask your GP’s 
surgery when you make your appointment.

• Ask the nurse or doctor doing the test to explain exactly what 
happens before they start.

• If you have any concerns raise them with nurse or doctor 
before the test.

• If you are feeling nervous let the nurse or doctor know and 
then they can help you to relax.

• You can ask for a smaller or larger speculum. Like lesbian and 
bisexual women, vaginas come in all shapes and sizes. The 
taller you are, the longer your vagina – so having a smaller 
or larger speculum could mean a much more relaxing and 
comfortable test.

• You can ask for the speculum to be warmed.

• The best time to go for your cervical screening is in the middle 
of your menstrual cycle.

• Your test is often  more comfortable if you have  a wee before 
hand.



the good
the bad &
the expert...

As a rule, it only takes a few 
minutes and taking the test 

could save your life! When 
you think about it like that, it’s 
minimum fuss for a maximum 

result.

So don’t be left in the dark, 
have the confidence to make 

your cervical screening the 
best experience for you  – 

because you’re worth it!
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Different women have different experiences of cervical 
screening - for some it’s no big deal, for others it’s something 

they dread. 

Lesbian and bisexual women have told us about their positive 
and negative experiences of testing.

Cervical screening is something we need to do regularly - so it’s 
all about making it part of our routines.  



THE GOOD...
“I’VE had some bad experiences in 
the past with some pretty surly 
nurses, but my last cervical 
screening only a few months 
ago was practically a cause 
for celebration. I was put at 
ease straight away by the nurse 
who acknowledged that cervical 
screening wasn’t the most 
enjoyable thing in the world.
She spoke to me before, during and after the test 

letting me know what was going on and what to 

expect, which encouraged me to be more open 

with her! I let her know that in the past nurses had 

had trouble finding my cervix, this meant she was 

able to locate it easier and the procedure was over 

quickly. 

It might sound odd, but it was the best cervical 

screening I’ve ever had.” 

Jo, Manchester
25
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“I went for a cervical screen test and was asked if I was sexually active. When I said yes I was 
asked if I was trying for a baby. When I said no, I was asked what contraception I was using. When I said none, I had to endure a 10 minute tirade about how irresponsible I am. 

When I said I only sleep with women, the nurse physically recoiled, looked appalled and told me I would never need a cervical screening test, and refused to test me.

However that was a long time ago and I’ve had plenty of good screening tests with great nurses since. Times have definitely changed for the better.” 
Anne, Blackpool. 

THE bad...
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the
NUrSe
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If you are a 
trans lesbian or 
bisexual woman 
you only need to 
be screened if you 
have a cervix. 

“lesbian and bisexual 
women need to get 
screened, it doesn’t matter 
who you sleep with – 
we’re here to test you, 
so take advantage of this 
service it’s very important 
and it can save your life. 
take charge of your body 
girls!” 
Juliette Clegg, Nurse 
Practitioner, Ambleside 
Health Centre, Cumbria.
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Many sexual transmitted infections are transmitted through 
bodily fluids, so prevention can take on many forms (for 
example through using dental dams, lube, not sharing sex 
toys or using condoms on sex toys, etc.). 

However, HPV is transmitted primarily through skin to skin 
contact in the genital area, and because of this, it is harder to 
prevent.

Because of the way it is primarily transmitted, it’s not 
surprising that most sexually active women will have HPV at 
some point in their lives, but there are a bunch of things which 
can be done to help prevent it leading to cervical cancer.  

Attending regular cervical screening is one of the most 
effective ways to do so, as abnormal cells can be identified 
and dealt with before they develop into cancer.  Other factors, 
such as a healthy diet and not smoking, are key ways of 
reducing your risk.

SEX & 
HPV
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along with hpv, other STIs can be transmitted 
between women. for more general sexual 
health advice, and information on how to 
prevent other STIs, e-mail women@lgf.org.uk,
or visit www.lgf.org.uk/women
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“I am woman
hear me roar!”

You are wonderful, you are unique, you are 
a superstar and the world is a richer place 

with you in it!  

So make sure you are in it! 

All women between the ages of 25 and 64 
who have a cervix need to have a cervical 

screening test, regardless of whether or not 
they’ve slept with a man.

Lesbian and bisexual women – this includes 
YOU!  The Human Papilloma Virus (HPV), 

which causes cervical cancer, can be passed 
on during sexual activity between two 

women.

Making an appointment for a cervical 
screening test takes seconds, taking the 

test takes a few minutes – not long for 
something that could save your life!

So don’t be left in the dark, ring or visit your 
GP to book a cervical screening, or check 

when your next one is due. 

GET TESTED - BECAUSE YOUR
CERVIX IS WORTH IT!
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FURTHER INFORMATION
If you have any specific questions about any aspects of 
cervical screening, in the first instance you should contact 
your doctor.  If you are not registered with a doctor or do 
not feel confident about asking questions there are other 
sources of help:

The Lesbian & Gay Foundation
0845 3 30 30 30
www.lgf.org.uk/screening

NHS Cancer Screening Programmes 
www.cancerscreening.nhs.uk

NHS Choices
www.nhs.uk

Jo’s Cervcial Cancer Trust
www.jostrust.org.uk

Cancer research 
www.cancerhelp.org.uk

Macmillan Cancer Support 
www.macmillan.org.uk



We believe in a
fair and equal 
society where all 
lesbian, gay and 
bisexual people 
can achieve their 
full potential.
This guide is available in large print 
by calling 0845 3 30 30 30
or email info@lgf.org.uk

Published in March 2012. To be reviewed March 2014.
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Number 5, Richmond Street,
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Tel: 0845 3 30 30 30
Email: info@lgf.org.uk 
Web: www.lgf.org.uk
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