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Starting cervical cancer 
screening at 25 years of age

I am writing in regard to the CMAJ com-
mentary by Popadiuk and colleagues1 on 
the starting age for cervical cancer 
screening. The authors did not mention 
the strength of the recommendation nor 
how it should be applied. In its 2013 
guideline on screening for cervical cancer, 
the Canadian Task Force on Preventive 
Health Care recommended beginning 
screening at 25 years of age.2 The task 
force specified that this was a weak 
 recommendation and screening should 
not be uniformly started at the age of 
25 years. Instead, the decision of when to 
start screening, in women aged 25– 
30 years, should be based on the risk and 
preferences of each woman.2

As a family physician in Alberta, I have 
many patients at low risk in this age 
group who have made the informed 
decision to wait until age 30  years for 
their first Papanicolaou smear. I feel it is 
particularly important to have this dis-
cussion, instead of routinely starting to 
screen at the age of 25  years, owing to 
the invasiveness and opportunity cost of 
the procedure.

In addition, I found it notable that only 
2 provinces have updated their guidelines 

to align with the recommendations by the 
task force, as the 2013 guideline may 
need to be updated. Many jurisdictions, 
including the Netherlands, Italy, Norway, 
England, Australia and New Zealand, have 
changed or are in the process of changing to 
primary human papillomavirus screening 
with reflex cytology. The reasons cited for 
this change are increased sensitivity, less 
frequent screening intervals, decreased 
cost, and a projected decrease in incidence 
and mortality.3
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