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CervicalCheck - The National Cervical Screening Programme is operated by the National Screening 

Service of the HSE. The aim of the programme is to reduce the incidence of and mortality from 

cervical cancer in women in Ireland. 

Regular cervical screening of as many women as possible, such as that provided by CervicalCheck, 

represents one of the most effective methods of reducing the number of women who develop 

cervical cancer. However, cervical screening will not identify all cases of cervical cancer. 

Screening is not a diagnostic test and cannot give a yes or no answer to the presence or absence of a 

disease. Like other screening tests, cervical screening is not 100% accurate.  A negative screening 

result does not mean that the disease is not present or that it will not develop in the future.  A result 

may be negative even though there are changes to the cells of the cervix.  A test may report changes 

to the cells of the cervix when in fact there are none. Some types and stages of development of 

cervical cancer do not cause the abnormal changes that the cervical screening test is especially 

suited to identify. Cervical screening is not intended for women who already have symptoms. 

Further diagnostic testing is required to provide a diagnosis of cervical cancer and in the case of 

cervical screening, this is typically done by colposcopy and cervical biopsy.  

While the benefit of cervical screening is that it will identify and allow early treatment of pre-

cancerous cell changes for many women, the limitations of cervical screening mean that this will not 

work for every woman who is screened. Cervical screening, even if every woman participated, 

cannot eliminate cervical cancer. What it aims to do is to significantly reduce the number of women 

who develop the cancer. 

Each year, around 250,000 women have a cervical screening test with CervicalCheck.  The majority 

of women within the screening age range of 25 to 60 years are familiar with and have participated in 

the CervicalCheck cervical screening programme (2015 study).  By August of this year, coverage 

within a 5 year period had risen to over 79% (the target is to exceed 80%).  

Since September 2008 to date, over 50,000 cases of women with high grade pre-cancerous 

abnormalities have been detected and treated. These cases demonstrate the positive impact of the 

programme. 

The National Cancer Registry records all cases of cervical cancer, which numbered between 262 and 

353 per year for the years 2008 to 2013. While the incidence of cases of cervical cancer has not yet 

fallen significantly according to these latest figures, the indications are positive that the impact of 

the CervicalCheck programme will be as planned and that from 8 to 10 years after commencement 

(2016 onwards), the number of cases will fall. Survival from cervical cancer has improved for the first 

time since records began. 

Where cases of cervical cancer are notified to CervicalCheck, the screening history of the woman is 

examined as part of its quality assurance process. To date, the majority of cancers were detected as 



early as possible through cervical screening and subsequent diagnostic testing and others were 

diagnosed in women that had not attended for screening. In some cases, noting the known 

limitations of cervical screening, pre-cancerous or cancerous cell changes were not identified (false 

negatives) or managed as early as possible. The outcomes of this review process provide feedback to 

potential quality improvements for the programme. 

CervicalCheck has moved progressively in the last 8 years to adopt advances in technology and in 

research to implement changes to the screening pathway for women. For example, it introduced 

HPV testing of samples in certain cases, firstly in colposcopy services in 2012 and the in primary care 

in 2015, to help improve the assessment and management of women with abnormal results.  

Providing assurance around the quality and effectiveness of the CervicalCheck programme, Dr 

Flannelly today stressed that “CervicalCheck takes the quality of its programme very seriously. There 

are measures in place to check the performance at every level. While it is impossible to prevent all 

cervical cancers, the impact of cervical cancer for individual women and their families is 

acknowledged. Many cancers have been prevented or diagnosed at an earlier stage with over 50,000 

cases of pre-cancerous changes treated since the start of the programme. The programme continues 

to evolve as we implement further improvements as we endeavour to prevent more cancers in the 

future.” 

 

 

 


