A GUDE TO CERVICAL SCREENING
FOR LESBIAN AND BISEXUAL WOMEN




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.
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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. As with other sexually transmitted
infections, HPV is passed on through body
fluids.

This means that oral sex, transferring
vaginal fluids on hands and fingers, or
sharing sex toys can all be ways of being
exposed to HPV. Check out page 28 to find
out more about how to have safer sex.

REGULAR
SCREENNG
PREVENTS. AROUND
15% OF CERVICAL
CANCERS. FROM
FVER, DFVELOPNG
S0 BE SURE T0

GET TESTED AND
SPREAD THE
WORD 100, BY
ENCOURAGING YOUR
FRIENDS T0 GO
FOR SCREENING
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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?

Aee FREQUENCY OF TESTING

09 FIRST INVITATION

2h-49 3 VEARLY

o064 D VEARLY

b+ WOMEN WHO HAVE NEVER BEEN SCREENED CAN REQUEST

A TEST AND WOMEN WHO HAVE HAD RECENT
ABNORMAL RESULTS WILL STILL BE INVITED UNTIL THER
FOLLOW-UP 15 COMPLETE.



I YOU'VE NEVER BEEN
SEXUALLY ACTIVE WITH
ANVONE (MAN OR WONA).
THEN RESEARCH SHOWS THAT
YOUR CHANCE OF DEVELOPING
CERVICAL CANCER 15 VERY

LOW SOME SCHO0L AGED

) NS o GRLS ARE BEING
In these circumstances, the advises
that a woman might choose to decline the GlVEN THE HPV

invitation for cervical screening. However, VAENNA’”UN . BU]’
remember it's low risk, not no risk - so

discuss it further with your doctor. THEY ST".I. NEE[] TU
If you're not currently sexually active but AHEND SEREEN'NG

have had partners in the past, then you

should still continue screening. WHEN THEY RE THE
If you have any unusual symptoms, such RlGHT AGE AS THE
as bleeding after sex or between periods, VA[][]|NE [][]ESN T
then don't wait until your next screening

test is due - you should visit your doctor to PROTECT AGAINST

see if you need other investigations. AL TYPES OF HPV

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. @




" 0

Sometimes, lesbian and bisexual women
have been advised by health workers
that they don't need to have a cervical

A i screening test if they don't sleep with

| L a men, or aren't currently sleeping with
‘F ,_'} » men.

;- ® The old leaflet from the NHS used to
Y -~ P » ' advise that you might choose to decline
- the invitation for screening if you've never

7 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!
" :
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THE BIGGEST RISK FACTOR FOR CERVICAL
CANCER 1S NON-ATTENDANCE FOR SCREENING
S0 WE ENCOURAGE ALL WOMEN AGED 25
10 BU, IRRESPECTIVE (F THER SENUAL
CRENTATION, T0 -
ACCEPT THER
INVITATIONS
FOR CERVICAL
SCREENING
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DEVELCP 1T HAVENT BE

SCREENED REGULARLY
THANKS 0 CERVICAL
SCREENING, CERVICAL
CANCER IS NOW- AN
UNCOMMON DISEASE IN
THS COUNTRY

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 DETEGTION AND TREATHENT CAN
PREVENT 5% OF CANCERS DEVELOPG
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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.
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THE NHS CeRVICAL SCREENING PROGRAMME HAS A SYSTEM T0
INVITE ELIGBLE WOMEN WHO ARE REGISTERED WITH A GP 10 ATTEND
CERVICAL SCREENNG.

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.
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[T'S BEST NOT 10 BE TES
DURING YOUR PERIOD - IT'S
BETTER 0 HAVE YOUR TEST
MD-CYCLE - USUALLY 1Y
DAVS AFTER THE START OF
YOUR LAST PERIOD.

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 | 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.



ON THE
DAY

THE NS DON'T CURRENTLY MONITOR SEXUAL ORENTATION,
S0 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.

4



Y0U WILL BE NOTIED OF YOUR TEST RESULT
THROUGH A LETTER, WHCH YOU SHOULD RECEIVE
WITHN 2-6 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.

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.



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.



AS LESBIAN AND BISEAUAL WOMEN COMNG OUT IS OFTEN ONE
OF THE MOST DIFFICULT THINGS WE HAVE T0 DO, AND WE
DONT 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 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
your likely to feel more comfortable and able to be yourself.

)



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, r
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 g
certainly not alone because we've all |
been there. I

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.
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DONT LET YOUR CERVIX GET LEFT IN THE DAR - LESBIi\N
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.

pid 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



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

eeeeeeeeeeee ymous.

USE YOUR RIGHTS! [F YU DO’ COME 0UT T0
HEALTH CARE PROFESSIONAL AND FEEL THEY AR
TREATING YOU NEGATIVELY BECAUSE OF YOUR
SEYUAL ORIENTATION YOU CAN COMPLAN ON THESE
GROUNDS. DEPENDING ON WHO THE COMPLAINT IS

REGARDING YOU CAN COMPLAIN 70 THE P, THE
PrAcTicE MaNAGER oR THE PLT.
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FOR MANY WOMEN. SHOWING A STRANGER YOLR INTMATE
REGIONS AND WORRYING ABOUT WHETHER [T 1S GOING

T0 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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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.
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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.

As arule, it only takes a few minutes
and taking the test could save your
life! When you think about 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!




THE PAST WITH SONE PRETTY SURLY
NURSES, BUT MY LAST CERVICAL
QCREENNG ONLY A FEW MONTHS
AG WAS PRACTICALLY A CAUSE
FOR, CELEBRATION. | WAS PUT AT
EASE STRAGHT AWAY BY THE NURSE
WHO ACKNOWLEDGED THAT CERVICAL
GCREENNG WASNT THE MOST
ENJOYABLE THNG 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! | 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 |'ve ever had!”

jo, Manchester @



| WENT FOR A CERVICAL SCReey TEST
AND WAS ASKED IF | WAS SEvuALLY
ACTVE. WHEN | S ¥Es | g
ASKED IF | WAS TRYING FOR A Bapy
WAEN 1 54D N0, | s gk WHAT
CONTRACEPTION | WAS UG, ik |
SAD NONE | HAD T0 Evuge A 10
’MINUTE TIRADE. ABOUT HOW RRESPONSERLE
M

When said | 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.
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THE
NURSE

LESBIAN AND BISEXUAL
WOMEN NEED O GET
SCREENED, [T DOESN T MATTER
WHO YOU SLEEP WITH -
WERE HERE TO TEST YOU,
S0 TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THIS
SERVICE TS VERY INPORTANT
AND T CAN SAVE YOUR LIFE
AKE CHARGE OF YOUR: BODY

ARl

Juliette Clegg, Nurse
Practitioner, Ambleside
Health Centre, Cumbria.

IF YoU ARE 1
TRANS LESBIAN OR
BISEXUAL WOMAN
YOU ONLY NEED T0
BE SCREENED F YOU
HAVE A CERVIX




The Homan PatLoma VIRUS (HPV). WHCH CAUSES CERVICAL CANCER
CAN BE PASSED ON DURING SEXUAL ACTIVITY BETWEEN TWO WOMEN,

As with other sexually transmitted infections, HPV is passed on
through body fluids.

This means that oral sex, transferring vaginal fluids on hands and
fingers, or sharing sex toys, can all be ways of being exposed to
HPV.

The only form of safer sex between women is not allowing any
body fluid (vaginal or menstrual fluid or breast milk) to enter your
body and vice-versa.

Play it safe(r)

Oral sex is low risk, but higher if you or your partner have any

cold sores, cuts or abrasions on or in your mouth or genitals, or
are having a period. Dental Dams (squares of latex which are
sometimes flavoured) or a cut up condom placed over the genitals
can provide protection against such risks.

Sharing sex toys (vibrators and dildos) can be risky if they have
vaginal fluids, blood or faeces on them. Always clean your sex toys.

AN



Also, using condoms on sex toys

and changing them before using on

a different person is a good way to
prevent the exchange of bodily fluids.

Or you could use your own individual
sex toys. Using a water-based (not oil
based) lube on sex toys or condoms
is a good way of reducing friction /
soreness during penetrative sex.

Any sexual activity, which can lead to
bleeding or cuts/breaks in the lining
of the vagina or anus, is of higher risk.
This can include penetration, fisting
or certain S&M activities.

Keep your nails short and/or cover
hands with latex gloves or individual
finger cots: a device resembling a
condom used to cover the finger.

E-mail women@Igf.org.uk if you need

lube or dental dams.

Visit: www.lgf.org.uk/women-safer-sex
for more advice on safer sex and
sexually transmitted infections (STIs).

s caN B
TRANSMITTED
BETWEEN WOMEN
S0 IF YOU HAVEN'T
HAD A RECENT TEST
THEN YOU MGHT BE
ABLE 70 REQUEST
ONE WHLST YOU
BET SCREENED
PARTICULARLY AS
YOURE ALREADY
THERE AND N
POSITION




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
illoma Virus (HPV),
cer, can be passed
ctivity between two
women.

appointment for a cervical
test takes seconds, taking the
takes a few minutes - not long for
something that could save your life!

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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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
08453303030
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 equall
society where al
lesbian, gay and
bisexuadl people
can achieve thelr
full potential.
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