
American Society for
Colposcopy and Cervical
Pathology (ASCCP) and
the American Cancer
Society.1

There are some gen-
eral caveats to decreas-
ing the frequency of
pap smears for any age
group. These recom-
mendations are for
“low-risk” women,
which means not
immunocompromised
(i.e., HIV/AIDs, trans-
plant patients), or those with prior exposure to diethyl-
stilbestrol (DES). Additionally, women who have under-
gone previous treatment for CIN 2, CIN 3, or cervical
cancer are at risk for recurrent disease and are advised to
have annual screening for at least 20 years.2-4

How do these recommendations translate to the
office? Unfortunately, you probably have some women
younger than age 21 who are already being followed for
dysplasia. Become familiar with the ASCCP’s guidelines
published in 2006 for management of abnormal cytology
and histology in adolescent women.2,5 You can download
the clinical algorithms at: www.asccp.org/consensus.
shtml. The recommendations vary significantly from the

management of adult women with a lot more watchful
waiting and a lot fewer excisional procedures.  

Educating and reassuring our patients about these
new screening guidelines can be challenging and time-
consuming. Interestingly, my patients younger than age
30 seem thrilled by the prospect of avoiding a pelvic
exam and have been very accepting of the new recom-
mendations, while my patients older than age 30 are still
skeptical regarding the triennial pap, even though this
recommendation has been around for almost 10 years. In
any case, here are my “60-second” counseling points,
which hopefully will keep your busy clinic running on
time, too:
• There are many good reasons for delaying pap screen-

ing until women are age 21, including: HPV infection
is common but resolves, most dysplasia regresses
spontaneously, cervical cancer is extremely rare (1-2
cases/1,000,000), and avoiding screening prevents
unnecessary invasive testing (which in turn prevents
preterm birth).6-8

• Triennial screening in low-risk women age 30 years
and older has similar benefits to annual screening. A
study of 31,000 women found no cancers with spac-
ing paps every 3 years, but theoretic models estimate
the possibility of delayed identification of 3 addition-
al cancer cases/100,000.9 But it’s important to remem-
ber that cervical cancer is a slow-growing cancer.

• For women age 30 and older, if risk factors change
(e.g., a new partner) then screening becomes more
frequent again.

• Get vaccinated: HPV vaccine for eligible patients.  ■
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Table 
Comparison of new vs old ACOG cervical cytology screening recommendations1

Age Group New Recommendations Old Recommendations
≤ 21 years Pap at age 21 Pap at age 21 or within 

3 years of sexual debut

21-29 years Pap every 2 years Pap every year

≥ 30 years (with three prior Pap every 3 years Pap every 3 years
consecutive negative paps)

65-70 years Stop paps Stop paps

Total hysterectomy for benign disease
and no history of high-grade CIN Stop paps Stop paps
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