
  

       

 

 
From the Chief Medical Officer 
Dr Michael McBride 
 

 

 

HSS(MD)35/2010 
 

 

 

 
 
 
Chief Executive, Public Health Agency 
Chief Executive, Health and Social Care Board 
Chief Executive, Business Services Organisation 
Director Public Health, Public Health Agency – for onward  

distribution to public health screening leads 
Chief Executives of HSC Trusts  
Medical Directors of HSC Trusts – for onward distribution to  
 consultant obstetricians and gynaecologists and  

pathologists and family planning doctors. 
Director of Nursing, Public Health Agency 
All General Practitioners - for onward distribution to practice 

nurses 

Room C3.16 
Castle Buildings 
Stormont  BELFAST  BT4 3SQ 
Tel:  028 90520717 
Fax: 028 90520718 
Email: Michael.mcbride@dhsspsni.gov.uk 
 
 
Your Ref: 
Our Ref: HSS(MD)35/2010  
Date: 14 September 2010 
 

 

 

 

Dear Colleague  
 
CLINICAL PRACTICE GUIDANCE FOR THE ASSESSMENT OF YOUNG WOMEN 
AGED 20-24 WITH ABNORMAL VAGINAL BLEEDING 
 
I am writing to draw your attention to Clinical Practice Guidance for the assessment of 
young women aged 20-24 with abnormal vaginal bleeding which has been developed by 
the Advisory Committee on Cervical Screening (ACCS) in England and to commend its 
use in Northern Ireland. 
 
This guidance was developed following an ACCS meeting in May 2009 at which the 
evidence on the age to start cervical screening was reviewed and a recommendation made 
that the age to start screening should remain at age 25.  [As detailed in my letter of 
27 July 2010 (HSS(MD)28/2010), in Northern Ireland the age to start cervical screening will 
increase from 20 to 25 years from January 2011.]  At that meeting ACCS members stated 
their concern about the management of some, but by no means all, symptomatic young 
women presenting to primary care. In order to help GPs in what is a very difficult area, the 
ACCS recommended that new clinical guidance should be produced. 
 
The new guidance was produced by a working group set up in England in 
September 2009.  In developing the guidance the group considered all available evidence 
including the NICE Referral Guideline for Suspected Cancer (2005).  The guidance was 
reviewed by a number of GPs, and has been endorsed by the Royal College of 
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists, the Royal College of General Practitioners and the 
Royal College of Physicians. 
 



  

       

 

The guidance provides GPs with a useful algorithm for managing this group of women. The 
guidance also notes that pelvic examination can also be carried out by practice nurses 
experienced in cervical screening. 
 
The working group recognised that in a significant proportion of the rare cases of cervical 
cancer which do occur in women younger than 25 years, there is a delay in diagnosis 
because of delayed pelvic examination following self-referral with abnormal bleeding. The 
NICE referral guideline states that when women present with gynaecological symptoms, 
“the primary healthcare professional should undertake a full pelvic examination, including 
speculum examination of the cervix.” 
 
It is also worth reiterating that there is no clinical indication for a cervical screening test, 
and it is best practice that tests should not be performed on symptomatic women. If a GP 
is worried about an exceptional case in a woman under 25 years he or she is advised to 
contact the local screening laboratory to arrange a screening test if deemed clinically 
appropriate. 
 
This new guidance is now available and can be found at:  
 
www.dh.gov.uk/prod_consum_dh/groups/dh_digitalassets/@dh/@en/@ps/documents/digitalasset/dh_113553.pdf 

 
I hope you find the new guidance useful in your clinical practice.  
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 

 
 
DR M McBRIDE 
Chief Medical Officer 
 
cc  Regional Advisory Group for Cervical Screening Programme 

Professor Patrick Johnston, Head of School of Medicine, Dentistry and Biomedical Science, QUB 
Dr Terry McMurray, Post Graduate Dean Northern Ireland Medical and Dental Training Agency  
Dr Claire Loughrey, Director of Postgraduate General Practice Education, NIMDTA 
Professor Hugh McKenna, Dean of Life and Health Sciences, University of Ulster 
Professor Linda Johnston, Head of School of Nursing and Midwifery, QUB 
Dr. Owen Barr, Head of School of Nursing, University of Ulster (UU) 
Dr Anna Gavin, Director, Northern Ireland Cancer Registry 
Chief Executive, Ulster Cancer Foundation 
Chief Executive, Action Cancer 
Chief Executive, Brook Clinic 
Dr Miriam McCarthy 
Christine Jendoubi 
Jim Livingstone 
Karen Campbell 
 
 

 

This letter is available at www.dhsspsni.gov.uk and also on the DHSSPS Extranet which can 

be accessed directly at http://extranet.dhsspsni.gov.uk or by going through the HPSS Web at 

http://www.n-i.nhs.uk and clicking on DHSSPS. 


