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A no cost way to increase the uptake of 

cervical screening: Results from a 

randomised controlled trial 

Summary 

New research from the Department of Health Behavioural 

Insight Team and Imperial College shows that making changes to the invitation 

letter can increase uptake of cervical screening appointments.   

Cervical screening saves approximately 4,500 lives in England each year and is 

offered nationally to women aged 25 to 64. Over 4 million women a year receive a 

letter inviting them to a screening appointment, despite this, there is limited research 

about how the maximise the effectiveness of these letters.  However, there is good 

evidence from behavioural science that the content of health messages can have a 

substantial impact on attendance (for example, see the DH BIT’s work on increasing 

uptake of NHS Health Checks).  

DH in collaboration with Imperial College and the NHS Shared Business Services for 

North East London, conducted a randomised control trial (RCT) to investigate the 

effect of message framing in the invitation letter on cervical screening attendance. 

The trial was conducted in an urban area of London where screening rates are below 

the target and national average. 

Trial design 

How a health message is framed matters.  Whether a message is presented in terms 

of the benefits (gains) or costs (losses) to an individual can influence the likelihood of 

the recipient acting on the message.  

For this reason we decided to test both gain and loss framing to investigate the effect 

on the uptake of invitations to cervical screening.  

Both intervention letters were amended based on an understanding of behaviour, 

including shortening and simplifying the letter to make it easier to act upon, using a 

clear call to action, and highlighting the key message (either framed in terms of 

losses or gains).  

The three trial arms were (see Annex for full letters): 

• Control: Current invitation letter 

• Gain framed letter:  ‘Cervical screening saves 4,500 lives in England every 

year’ 

• Loss framed letter: ‘Every year over 700 women die in the UK from cervical 

cancer’ 



 

2 

 

Method 

Over 18,000 eligible women aged 24-64 who lived in Newham, City and Hackney, 

and Tower Hamlets and were due for screening were recruited to the trial between 

October and December 2015. Women were invited on a weekly basis for cervical 

screening. At this point women were randomised to one of the three trial arms. Data 

collection occurred using attendance rates at 15 weeks (before the reminder letter 

was sent)1 and at 32 weeks (end of screening round)2.  

Results 

At 32 weeks, the overall effect is that the loss frame letter was significantly more 

effective than the control.   

Graph 1: Attendance by trial arm by all women (aged 24-62 years). 

 

However, women appear to respond differently to framing depending on age and the 

number of previous invites received. The gain framed letter was the most 

effective for women aged 27 and below and receiving their first invite, with 

70.4% attendance at 32 weeks compared to 61.0% (control).   However, the loss 

framed message was only marginally less powerful and also showed a statistically 

significant increase with an uptake of 70.3%.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 All women who did not respond to the initial screening letter received a standard reminder letter at 18 

weeks. 

2 If a woman has not attended a screening appointment 32 weeks after the initial invitation letter is sent, she 

is recorded as a ‘non-responder’ for this round and returned to the usual frequency of invitations. 
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Graph 2: Attendance by trial arm by women aged under 27 and receiving their first 

invitation 

Implications 

The results show that making small changes to the invitation letter can statistically 

significantly increase uptake rates.  Given the number of women invited for 

screening per year, even small increases of uptake matter.  

The results also imply that different groups of women may respond differently to 

message framing.   

Next steps 

• Changing the national template for cervical screening letters based on the 

evidence from this research could increase uptake rates.  We recommend:  

o Making the letter shorter and simpler 

o Breaking down actions into tangible steps 

o Including a loss framed message 

 

• Different messages may be more effective for different groups of women.  We 

recommend: 

o Commissioning a segmentation study to understand the different 

groups and the messages they may respond to 

o Investigating segmenting existing communications to age and number 

of previous invitations  

 

• This approach has shown that it is possible to run a low cost RCT in this 

policy area which could easily be replicated for other screening programmes.  

We recommend: 

o Identifying other screening programmes which could benefit from the 

same approach.  

For more information, contact Annabelle Bonus (Annabelle.Bonus@dh.gsi.gov.uk) or 
Jo Chandler (Jo.Chandler@dh.gsi.gov.uk) from the Department of Health 
Behavioural Insights team. 

61.00%

70.40% 70.30%

56%

58%

60%

62%

64%

66%

68%

70%

72%

Control Gain frame Loss frame



 

4 

 

Annex: Loss framed letter 

 
 

 

24/08/16 

Dear Miss Smith, 
 
 

Your NHS cervical screening appointment is due on or after «PAT_REC_DATE».  

 

 

 

 

 

Please call your GP surgery on 020 8123 4567 or your local clinic to book your 

appointment today.   

 

It is a personal choice for you whether or not you have cervical screening and to help 

you make the decision, we have enclosed an information leaflet. 

 

Your result will be sent to your home and to your GP and should arrive within two 

weeks of your test. 

 

 

 Yours sincerely 

 The Screening Team 

 

 

NHS Number :  Test due on or after:  

Date of Birth:  Last Recorded test :  

 

 

 

Every year over 700 women in the UK die from cervical cancer 
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Gain framed letter 

 

24/08/16 

Dear Miss Smith, 
 

Your NHS cervical screening appointment is due on or after 1/11/2016. 

 

 

 

 

 

Please call your GP surgery 020 8123 4567 or your local clinic to book your 

appointment today.   

 

It is a personal choice for you whether or not you have cervical screening and to help 

you make the decision, we have enclosed an information leaflet. 

 

Your result will be sent to your home and to your GP and should arrive within two 

weeks of your test. 

 

Yours sincerely 

Screening Department 

 

 

NHS Number :   Test due on or after:   

Date of Birth:  Last Recorded test :   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cervical screening saves 4,500 lives in England every year 
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Control letter 

24/08/16 

Dear Miss Smith, 
 
NHS Cervical Screening Programme 

 

I am writing to invite you to come for a cervical screening test.  Cervical screening is a free and 

confidential service offered by the NHS to all women aged 25 to 64.   

Screening takes place every three years for women aged 25 to 49, and every five years for 

women aged 50 to 64.  Some women are invited more often if they have had an inadequate or 

abnormal result, or if they need follow up after treatment for abnormal cells. 

To make an appointment call your GP surgery on 020 8123 4567  or see enclosed 

information if you wish to book an appointment at a clinic. Please take this letter with you 

if attending a clinic for your test. 

 

Information about cervical screening and the recall process is included in the enclosed leaflet 

‘NHS Cervical Screening’ which you are advised to read before coming for the test.  The leaflet 

also explains about another test that may be carried out on your screening sample if your 

screening result is mildly abnormal. 

 

Your result will be sent to your home and to your GP.  The person taking your test will be able to 

tell you when you can expect to get your result letter. 

 

Cervical screening, like other medical tests, is not perfect.  It may not find every abnormality of 

the cervix.  If you have any unusual symptoms like discharge or irregular bleeding, don’t wait for 

your next test, but talk to your GP or the person who did your last test. 

 

 

Yours sincerely 

Screening Department 

 

Your NHS number is unique to you and may be required to find your health record 
 

NHS Number :  Test due on or after:  

Date of Birth:  Last Recorded test :   

 


