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Strengths and limitations of this study

 ► Focus group interviews (FGIs) are suitable to explore 
culturally shared attitudes, ideas and experiences.

 ► Non-attenders were recruited to FGIs via the cervi-
cal cancer screening registry, which includes a com-
plete record of all cervical cancer screening visits 
in Norway.

 ► Despite efforts to recruit all women who had been 
invited to participate in the study, women with a 
relatively high socioeconomic status and non-immi-
grant background were overrepresented in the study 
sample.

 ► Further research is needed to study the prevalence 
of the shared views described in this study in the 
non-attending cervical cancer screening population.

AbStrACt
Objective The attendance rate for cervical cancer 
screening in Norway is currently suboptimal at 69%, and 
an in-depth understanding of postponement of cervical 
cancer screening from the perspective of non-attenders 
is lacking. This study aims to generate knowledge about 
how non-attenders for cervical cancer screening reflect 
on booking a screening appointment.
Methods Using the Norwegian cervical cancer 
screening registry, we identified and recruited women 
who were non-attenders to screening. Nine focus 
group interviews were carried out, with 41 women 
participating in the interviews.
results Four main themes were generated, which 
provide a comprehensive understanding of how 
women who are overdue for screening reflect on 
their hesitancy to book a screening appointment: ‘It’s 
easy to forget about it’, ‘Women have to arrange their 
own appointment’, ‘It has to be a ‘must’’ and ‘It’s a 
humiliating situation’.
Conclusion The degree to which women regard 
screening as important is affected by the nudging 
strategies employed in the screening programme and 
the facilitation of attendance provided by healthcare 
services. Dependence on one’s personal initiative to 
schedule a screening appointment and perception of a 
lack of responsibility on the part of healthcare services 
to attend screening may undermine informed and shared 
decision-making about screening attendance.

IntrOduCtIOn
Cervical cancer is the fourth most 
common cancer among women world-
wide.1 Screening for precancerous lesions 
can radically reduce cancer incidence and 
mortality; thus, under-screened women 
are at a higher risk of developing and 
dying from cervical cancer.2 3 According 
to the national guidelines in Norway, 
cervical cancer screening attendance rate 
is currently suboptimal and stands at 69% 
overall, with this rate being 72% among 
women aged between 40 and 54 years. The 
target attendance rate is 80%.4

the norwegian cervical screening programme 
and implementation in healthcare services
The national cervical cancer screening 
programme (NCCSP) was established in 
1995 after decades of widespread opportu-
nistic cytology screening.5 All women aged 
between 25 and 69 years are enrolled in the 
programme, and the NCCSP issues individual 
reminder letters to all eligible women who 
have not had a screening test during the last 
3 years. In the reminder letter, women are 
encouraged to schedule a screening appoint-
ment with their regular general practitioner 
(RGP). Women receive a second reminder 
if they have not been screened for 4 years; 
they will continue to be reminded unless they 
attend as recommended, actively opt out of 
the programme or reach the exit age. For 
women aged between 35 and 69 years, the 
NCCSP is currently transitioning to human 
papillomavirus (HPV)-based screening with 
5-year screening intervals.

The Norwegian healthcare system is 
universal and publicly funded through taxa-
tion. In Norway, all citizens are entitled to an 
RGP, and each RGP serves about 1100 citi-
zens.6 General practice services and specialist 
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clinics, which operate the public outpatient healthcare 
services, are mainly financed by fees for service and 
modest patient copayments. RGPs also serve as gate-
keepers to specialist healthcare. In Norway, RGPs usually 
perform cervical cancer screening; however, some women 
request a referral to a gynaecologist for reasons that 
have not been fully explored. In addition, an increasing 
number of private healthcare clinics that are entirely 
funded by out-of-pocket payments offer cervical cancer 
screening in urban areas. RGPs charge about 30€ for a 
Pap smear, which costs up to 200€ at private clinics. In 
Norway, women aged 50 years are also by default enrolled 
in the breast cancer screening programme whereby they 
receive fixed mammography appointments biennially.

non-attendance in cervical cancer screening
Studies on non-attendance for cervical cancer screening 
in Scandinavia have reported that it has a strong correla-
tion with immigration status,7 8 unemployment, receiving 
welfare benefits,7 9 low socioeconomic status,7 9 10 poor 
health status,8 having a male RGP7 and a lack of aware-
ness of cervical cancer screening.11

Forgetting to book an appointment has previously 
been documented as an important reason for non-atten-
dance.12 13 Non-attendance has also been associated with 
psychosocial and structural issues, such as lack of engage-
ment, embarrassment of having a pelvic examination, 
procrastination, fear of pain, perception of low cervical 
cancer risk, experiencing no symptoms, service accessi-
bility and screening costs.10 14–19

Although most women in Norway comply with the 
general recommendation for attending screening, it is 
crucial to understand the perspectives of non-attenders. 
Little knowledge exists about how non-attenders perceive 
barriers to cervical screening attendance. However, a 
recent study investigated the perspectives of Pakistani and 
Somali women in Norway in relation to cervical cancer 
screening attendance. The study particularly highlights 
language barrier, lay cultural beliefs, health literacy and 
reluctance to see the GP and have a pelvic examination.20 
There is also limited knowledge about screening atten-
dance as part of a wider sociocultural context, including 
the perspectives of women with a non-immigrant 
background.

The term ‘barrier’ might be problematic when studying 
women’s health behaviour. Its connotation of the exis-
tence of a fence, a barricade or a wall that can be bypassed 
by the right information or removed with the right equip-
ment can be misleading.21 To gain a comprehensive 
understanding of screening non-attendance, we consider 
it as being embedded in a complex web of discourses 
and ideas that are both culturally and socially shaped. 
This implies that we go beyond adding up single factors 
hindering women’s attendance; instead, we explore how 
individuals interpret and reflect on their attendance 
reminders and choice to attend or not attend cervical 
cancer screening. Public health interventions often use 
nudging to encourage healthy behaviour. Nudging aims 

to influence personal choices subtly without using regu-
lation or coercion so that people are guided to make 
choices that are in their best interests.22 Thus, the reflec-
tions and interpretations of the nudging aspect of the 
cervical cancer screening programme serve as a point of 
departure in this study.

Aim of the study
In this study, we aim to explore how non-attenders for 
cervical cancer screening reflect on booking a screening 
appointment. The results of this research will help us 
gain insights into the cultural and social embeddedness 
of hesitancy to attend cervical screening.

MethOdS
design
Focus group interviews (FGIs) are perceived to be suit-
able to explore culturally shared attitudes, ideas and 
experiences23; they are also useful in addressing issues 
that may be controversial or taboo.24 Hence, nine FGIs 
were conducted to discuss and understand issues that 
women perceive as significant in how they respond to the 
cervical cancer screening programme. We applied a social 
constructivist approach and the theoretical perspective of 
interactionism,25 which turns the attention to inter-sub-
jectivity and the context, as well as how meaning is 
constructed through interaction (ie, through language, 
discourse and interpretations of institutional struc-
tures).26 We focused on how hesitancy and reluctance to 
schedule a screening appointment was accounted for and 
reflected on in the FGIs as well as how the discussions 
reflected culturally and socially shaped discourses and 
ideas.

Study recruitment
All women recruited to the study were current non-at-
tenders to cervical cancer screening and had not had a 
screening test for at least 4 years. We used the NCCSP 
registry to identify the women who were invited to the 
study. The NCCSP registry holds complete information 
on dates and diagnoses of all cervical screening tests 
performed in Norway. Eligible women who had not 
been screened for at least 4 years received an invitation 
to participate in an FGI together with the reminder 
letter to go for screening. GA and two research assistants 
phoned about 300 of the invited women aged between 29 
and 69 years to personalise the invitation and schedule 
an interview if they were willing to take part in the study. 
We carried out four FGIs with women who had not been 
screened for at least 4 years. Furthermore, we phoned 
another 400 women aged between 32 and 69 years who 
had not been screened for at least 7 years and carried 
out five FGIs with women with this screening status who 
wished to participate Each participant received 50€ for 
taking part in the FGI. We scheduled nine FGIs with a 
total of 75 women (8–9 per group) of whom 41 attended 
table 1. Of the 34 women who did not attend, 25 cancelled 
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box 1 Statements for discussion in the focus group 
interviews

 ► All women in Norway know enough about the purpose of cervical 
cancer screening.

 ► Women do not take the Pap smear because they are not concerned 
about their own health.

 ► Women postpone the Pap smear because a pelvic examination is 
very uncomfortable and embarrassing.

 ► It matters who performs the Pap smear/pelvic examination and 
where the appointment is scheduled.

 ► Taking the Pap smear seems unimportant because I do not discuss 
the issue with anyone.

 ► I do not like other people to decide on the good choices available 
for my health.

their appointment at short notice due to illness or other 
commitments, and 9 did not show up to their scheduled 
appointment and failed to notify in advance.

Patient and public involvement
Prior to the FGIs, some representatives from the Gynae-
cological Cancer Society participated in a focus group to 
give feedback on the study’s aims and design. Based on 
their experiences as cancer survivors and their work at an 
non-governmental organisation (NGO), they highlighted 
issues that they thought were particularly important to be 
explored in the FGIs.

Materials
The research team developed the interview guide. The 
guide was informed by the existing research literature 
on non-attendance and specifically related to the imple-
mentation of the screening programme in the Norwegian 
healthcare services. The interview guide included open-
ended questions about cervical cancer and screening, as 
well as some statements about cervical cancer screening 
attendance (Box 1). By introducing these statements 
during the FGIs, we aimed to initiate discussions of and 
explore viewpoints on various aspects of screening atten-
dance. In the focus group with representatives from the 
Norwegian Gynaecological Cancer Society, the partici-
pants pointed out dilemmas in information campaigns 
and taboos related to cervical cancer, which improved 
the relevance of the interview guide and increased the 
researchers’ sensitivity to the issues addressed in the 
interviews. We pilot tested the semistructured interview 
guide in an FGI with female screening eligible students at 
the University of Oslo.

Procedure
FGIs took place between November 2017 and May 2018. 
All but one FGI were carried out in meeting rooms at the 
Norwegian Cancer Society in central Oslo with women 
recruited from the capital region, while one FGI was 
carried out at a local healthcare centre in Finnmark with 
women recruited from a sparsely populated northern-
most county in Norway. Following the interview, a short 
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sociodemographic questionnaire was completed by each 
participant. The FGIs were undertaken by GA (postdoc, 
PhD, sociologist) as a moderator. KNS (professor, sociol-
ogist) assisted in six of the interviews, and MN (senior 
researcher, PhD, MD) assisted in one interview. The 
interviewers were all female. All FGIs lasted about 90 min 
and were carried out in Norwegian. They were audio 
recorded and later transcribed verbatim. All participants 
were deidentified in the transcriptions. The translation 
of the interview excerpts selected for presentation in this 
paper was discussed with a bilingual English-Norwegian 
speaker to ensure accuracy in terms of the literal and 
figurative content. To protect the privacy of the partici-
pants, all data were kept and processed on an IT platform 
for sensitive data complying with regulations concerning 
individual privacy. Each participant gave their written 
informed consent before their FGI.

Analysis
The data were subjected to thematic analyses based on 
Braun and Clarke’s27 principles, which suggest a system-
atic identification of emerging themes related to the 
research questions.23 27 To enhance the credibility of the 
analysis, two of the authors cooperated in performing 
the analysis. GA coded all the data inductively, and 
KNS coded a sample of the transcripts. The researchers 
discussed and reached a unified understanding of the 
number and content of the codes. Using this work, GA 
identified the lower-order themes, for example, ‘the 
reminder letter as too weak’ and ‘the reminder letter as 
optional’. Working together, GA and KNS grouped these 
themes into higher-order themes, in this case, ‘interpre-
tations of the reminder letter’. Finally, four themes were 
generated, which reflected important patterns related to 
the research question.27 The four themes were conceptu-
alised using significant statements that were made during 
the interviews, which we display in the headings below.

reSultS
‘It’s easy to forget about it’
The participants regarded themselves as attenders in the 
screening programme, although they were all overdue for 
screening. Interestingly, the responses and reflections of 
the women who had not been screened for at least 4 years 
compared with those who had not been screened for at 
least 7 years did not systematically differ.

Initially, the main explanation in the FGIs for post-
poning screening included typical statements such as ‘I 
just haven’t got around to doing it’. Thus, the fact that 
attendance in the programme strongly depends on 
women’s own initiative to schedule a Pap smear appoint-
ment stood out as a critical aspect.

It’s easy to forget it ‘cause you don’t think ‘Oh, yes! 
That I’ll do’, or ‘that I look forward to’. (Quote FGI 
5, Participant 4)

However, since screening was simultaneously regarded 
as important, procrastination was perceived as unwise 
and without a good reason.

[I] believe that it’s wise to do it [attend screening]. 
It’s stupid not to, and there are no good reasons for 
not attending [screening]. (Quote FGI 7, Participant 
1)

Although the participants appreciated the relevance 
and benefits of attending, the significance of the screening 
test was challenged in several ways. Family, care obliga-
tions and work were very often included in the partici-
pants’ accounts of why they had postponed screening.

‘Women have to arrange their own appointment’
In the FGIs, a typical implicit presentation of one’s self 
included being under-users of healthcare services, and 
the participants commonly regarded themselves as having 
a high threshold for seeking professional medical advice. 
Reasons for seeking professional medical advice were 
commonly connected to emergencies or cases of ‘real’ 
illness. This was, for instance, reflected as an aspiration 
not to ‘overuse’ the RGP.

I see the doctor more than enough already for other 
health issues, so I think, ‘Oh no, not another appoint-
ment’. (Quote FGI 2, Participant 5)

In this remark, the participant indicates that she expe-
riences screening as necessary to deprioritise because she 
felt she had already consulted the doctor enough. Thus, 
by this statement, she implies a need to balance her use 
of GP services. The opposite view was also expressed. 
Women who rarely visited their GP felt embarrassed to 
schedule an appointment for a Pap smear only. Thus, since 
screening was perceived as ‘optional’ rather than ‘crit-
ical’, a screening appointment only was easily postponed.

Several of the older women said that they had found 
cervical cancer screening easier to follow-up earlier in 
their life mainly because they thought that they previously 
had more acceptable and valid reasons for scheduling a 
pelvic examination, which concerned reproductive and 
sexual health.

I took the smear when I had a coil taken in or out or 
after giving birth or such things. So I don’t know if 
I wasn’t already seeing the doctor for other issues I 
believe the threshold for taking the smear probably 
would have been higher. (Quote FGI 8, Participant 1)

Several participants said that they no longer followed 
any pelvic examination routines because they were beyond 
the fertile age. However, a few younger women also 
viewed the screening test alone as not being adequately 
important for scheduling a pelvic examination.

For the major part of the target population, the hesi-
tance of schedule a screening appointment was also 
linked to the understanding that they felt they carried the 
responsibility for screening attendance alone.
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The service offered is non-existent. Women have 
to arrange their own appointment, and as long as 
we leave it up to them, many will not do anything. 
(Quote FGI 5, Participant 4).

Such opinions were reinforced by the perception that 
GPs were not always available; for example, some women 
had to wait for a long time on the phone to make an 
appointment, which, in turn, made women lose their 
motivation and initiative.

Several women preferred to see a gynaecologist for the 
Pap smear. However, uncertainty persisted about ways of 
accessing a gynaecologist and the terms on which they 
practised.

I haven’t seen a gynaecologist for years, and [I don’t 
know] who should I turn to and do the gynaecolo-
gists differ in terms of agreements for reimburse-
ment? And are some cheaper than others? So I’ve 
just pushed it away, and I haven’t done it [taken the 
smear], and I don’t think I’m gonna do it either. 
(Quote FGI 8, Participant 7)

The ‘best’ or ‘right’ pathway to a gynaecologist was 
unclear to the participating women. A few had requested 
a referral to a gynaecologist from their GP, and at least 10 
of the women interviewed said that they had scheduled a 
screening appointment with a private gynaecologist.

‘It has to be ‘a must’’
The participants had all received reminder letters from 
the NCCSP. They had had a positive experience of 
receiving reminders and felt reassured that the health 
authorities cared for them. However, several participants 
said they had not read the letter or that they had only read 
the titles or searched for an appointment in the letter.

In several FGIs, the participants pointed out that the 
open reminder sounded ‘too weak’, meaning that the 
reminder did not really nudge them to attend screening. 
The reminder did not communicate screening as ‘a must’.

I don’t understand it. If they have money, why can’t we 
just access the right service straightaway [laughter]? 
Then this [screening] doesn’t seem very important, 
either. If it [cervical cancer] had been really wide-
spread and very dangerous and important to prevent, 
they would have scheduled an appointment for [us]. 
Then they’d organise it differently (several other 
participants: ‘Mmmm’, affirming.) Then it wouldn’t 
have been voluntary. (Quote FGI 3, Participant 5)

Women commonly regarded the absence of fixed 
appointments as poor facilitation for attending screening. 
Moreover, such views allowed interpretations, under-
mining the rationale and effect of screening. The partici-
pants interpret the importance of attending screening in 
their perceptions of the organisation of screening. ‘If it is 
a must, it has to be a must’ (Quote FGI 5, Participant 5). Thus, 
the discussions in the FGIs suggest that the importance 

of attendance should be reflected in and consistent with 
how screening is facilitated and organised.

During the FGIs, cervical cancer screening was 
frequently compared with breast cancer screening. 
Breast cancer screening was generally considered more 
important and serious because women receive fixed 
appointments to a screening site.

Moderator: Would [a fixed appointment] better help 
more women [attend]…

4: Yeah, then I believe more people would follow up 
automatically. Then you don’t have to plan for it or 
book an appointment with the GP. You just have to 
see the doctor and get over with it.

2: In a way, you get more commanded to go and take 
the test.

4: You have even less of an excuse not to do it, right? 
Because it’s completely organised and facilitated…

2: But it is still voluntary? You can just cancel it?

4: Yeah, yeah. But it’s the mechanism behind it. When 
somebody has made an effort to organise such a good 
service for me, then I feel I just can’t ignore it! But 
now I feel it is a bit pointless to get the reminder of 
taking the smear, of course I know I should! (Quote 
FGI 5)

This discussion indicates that fixed appointments would 
make women feel more obliged to attend. In almost all 
FGIs, the invitation strategy in cervical cancer screening 
was also compared with invitation strategies for dentists 
or optician appointments (both private healthcare). They 
thought that these invitations were much easier to comply 
with because you receive a fine for non-attendance.

But if it was written ‘if you don’t show up for this 
appointment, you’ll have to pay 50 €’, then I’d at-
tend. But if they just send an [open reminder], I just 
think ‘whatever’, and I won’t attend it. (Quote FGI 6, 
Participant 1)

This woman thinks that the current invitation strategy 
has failed to motivate her to attend screening and 
that without strong incentives, it is easy to ignore the 
screening attendance reminders. Thus, she ascribes 
cervical screening limited importance due to the (too) 
easily available option of opting out.

‘It’s a humiliating situation’
As the interviews unfolded, the participants discussed 
more underlying reasons for postponing screening. 
All the participants regarded the pelvic examination 
as uncomfortable and an intimate matter, and most of 
the women also thought that it was embarrassing and 
commented that they felt vulnerable. A few also described 
the pelvic examination as humiliating and the Pap smear 
as painful.

The participants, in general, held that exposing them-
selves was worse at a young age due to uncertainty about 
one’s own body and sexuality:
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Perhaps you haven’t exposed yourself to anybody in 
that way before, right, and then you’re to lie there 
legs akimbo. (Quote FGI 2, Participant 5)

However, several women expressed the view that 
exposing themselves did not get any easier with age. In 
relation to this, women in all FGIs discussed alternative 
services whereby they would feel more comfortable with 
having a pelvic examination.

When [I] was young, I used a walk-in-clinic for issues 
you feel are a bit taboo and a bit icky and a bit scary, 
and that was a very good service. But, when you turn 
older, obviously, it doesn’t mean that these things get 
easier [laughter], no, a walk-in-clinic is good for ev-
erybody really. (Quote FGI 3, Participant 5)

Concerning their experiences and views of having a 
pelvic examination, all participants welcomed services 
that would strengthen privacy and/or reduce practical 
barriers, such as a dedicated screening site (office/bus), 
increased availability of walk-in-clinics, having mid-wives 
perform the test, self-sampling tests and screening being 
free of charge. Most women explicitly preferred a female 
practitioner to perform the screening.

dISCuSSIOn
Public health interventions that encourage screening 
attendance can be linked to the concept of nudging. 
Nudging aims to optimise individual choices and 
behaviour typically with regard to health.22 28 Nudging 
can be understood as a way of implementing policies 
through individual decision-making and taking individual 
freedom and responsibility as the point of departure. Yet, 
it also involves structuring the choice architecture in a way 
that facilitates the right choice. In screening programmes, 
setting defaults such as automatic enrolment in the 
programme (rather than people having to opt in) and 
open reminder letters or fixed appointments are exam-
ples of commonly used nudging strategies.29 This study 
unpacked several dimensions of non-attenders’ hesi-
tancy and reluctance to book a cervical cancer screening 
appointment, which advances our understanding of 
how they ascribe meaning to the nudging aspects of the 
programme. Their perception of personal responsibility 
and choice results in different interpretations about the 
importance of screening, which may have significance 
for their decision on screening attendance. Screening 
seems to be ascribed considerable importance when it 
is perceived less as a question of personal initiative or 
choice. For instance, if a fixed appointment was provided, 
the responsibility and initiative may, to a great extent, be 
perceived as shared. This resonates with a study reporting 
that scheduled appointments increase cervical cancer 
screening attendance.30 Conversely, when the appoint-
ment is understood as solely dependent on individual 
initiative, and the institutional responsibility for facili-
tating a screening appointment is perceived as lacking, 

screening is ascribed limited importance. This dynamic 
suggests that when the invitation strategy is not perceived 
as reinforcing the importance of screening, individuals 
infer that screening is optional or unimportant.

Nudging in screening is criticised for being paternalistic, 
undermining free choice and shared decision-making,31 
and previous studies have suggested that women can be 
very critical of the perception of screening being compul-
sory.32 This study illustrates other aspects of the accept-
ability of nudging strategies in screening, in particular, 
emphasising the healthcare context for decision-making. 
The discussions reflected uncertainties about the status 
or importance of screening within the public healthcare 
services. This may be exemplified by the perceived uncer-
tainty about whether or not a screening test is important 
enough to schedule an appointment for, which was 
distinctly reflected in the FGIs. Such uncertainty has previ-
ously been described as a barrier to symptomatic help-
seeking33 34; however, to our best knowledge, this has not 
been described in a screening context. Also, the prefer-
ence for seeing a gynaecologist and the normalisation of 
‘going private’ for cervical cancer screening question the 
facilitation and integration of cervical cancer screening 
attendance in public healthcare. Thus, the discussions in 
the FGIs illustrate the importance of the implementation 
of screening in healthcare services to support the choice 
and initiative to attend screening, which may also facili-
tate and enhance shared decision-making in screening. 
This study, in particular, demonstrates that nudging strat-
egies and individual decision-making in cervical cancer 
screening attendance must be understood within a wider 
context. Taking into account socially and culturally 
shaped interpretations of the importance of screening 
as well as concerns over accessibility and responsibility in 
the public healthcare service may thus shed new light on 
cervical cancer screening non-attendance.

Clinical implications
This study suggests that the uptake of cervical cancer 
screening may be improved by changes in the invitation 
strategy of the NCCSP and/or structural changes to the 
screening programme. In particular, the participants’ 
interpretations suggest that the institutional message 
about the responsibilities of GPs should be framed 
differently and be better communicated in the reminder 
letters. Moreover, the views of the participants point to 
the relevance of considering structural changes to the 
default invitation strategy, such as use of fixed appoint-
ments, HPV self-sampling tests and walk-in clinics. Such 
changes may facilitate access to screening services as well 
as enhancing informed and shared decision-making for 
cervical cancer screening attendance since it may better 
underscore the importance of screening attendance.

Strengths and limitations
In this study, we used a novel recruitment method to 
ensure the exclusive inclusion of women who were overdue 
for screening. While most studies on cervical screening 
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non-attendance have inferred individual screening status 
from self-reports or correlates of non-attendance, such 
as ethnicity,15 20 21 nationality19 or community,20 34 we 
only recruited women who were a priori confirmed as 
non-attenders in the cervical cancer screening registry, 
which includes a complete record of all cervical cancer 
screening visits in Norway.

Since most of the participants had ignored their 
reminder letters several times, the critical reflections in 
all FGIs on the dependence of their own initiative are 
perhaps not surprising. We mostly recruited long-term 
non-attenders to the study; thus, the views expressed here 
may not reflect the perspectives of women who have post-
poned screening for a short period. Note, however, that 
in the discussions of the groups of non-attenders (>4 years 
since last screen) and long-term non-attenders (>7 years 
since last screen), no distinct differences were observed, 
indicating common experiences across a wide range of 
non-attenders.

Non-response bias is an inevitable problem in any study 
that is based on voluntary recruitment. Despite efforts to 
recruit all women who had been invited to participate in 
the study, women with high socioeconomic status and a 
non-immigrant background were overrepresented, which 
is typical of a study sample where participants have to opt 
in. Besides, we mainly recruited participants from the 
capital area. Moreover, the fact that all the participants 
regarded themselves as ‘attenders’ for cervical cancer 
screening is also likely to reflect a participation bias. We 
did not manage to recruit women who were opposed 
to screening or women who were not engaged in the 
screening programme at all, even though many of the 
invited women were long-term non-attenders.

The discussions in the FGIs included critical reflec-
tions on system-level factors and inferences about the 
importance of screening or lack of it due to the invita-
tion strategy. The participants’ relatively advanced educa-
tion and knowledge in this study probably may have had 
an important impact on the outcome. Less educated or 
knowledgeable women may not have articulated their 
interpretations and views in the same way. Nevertheless, 
the reflections of our sample provide valuable insights 
into how non-compliance is both socially and culturally 
grounded, which is important to be taken into account in 
efforts of increasing attendance rates in cervical cancer 
screening.

Contributors BTH, KNS, MN and AT conceived and designed the study. BTH and AT 
facilitated the recruitment of the participants. GA recruited the participants. GA was 
responsible for data collection with support and guidance from KNS, MN and JW. 
GA and KNS coded and thematically analysed the data. GA drafted the manuscript. 
All authors commented on manuscript drafts and accepted the final version of the 
manuscript.

Funding This work was supported by the Norwegian Cancer Society, grant number 
(182687-2016) and Thea Steen Memorial Fund.

Competing interests None declared.

Patient consent for publication Not required.

ethics approval The study was approved by the privacy ombudsman at the Oslo 
University Hospital (ref. 2017/10642).

Provenance and peer review Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

data availability statement No data are available.

Open access This is an open access article distributed in accordance with the 
Creative Commons Attribution Non Commercial (CC BY-NC 4.0) license, which 
permits others to distribute, remix, adapt, build upon this work non-commercially, 
and license their derivative works on different terms, provided the original work is 
properly cited, appropriate credit is given, any changes made indicated, and the use 
is non-commercial. See: http:// creativecommons. org/ licenses/ by- nc/ 4. 0/.

reFerenCeS
 1. Ferlay J, Soerjomataram I, Dikshit R, et al. Cancer incidence and 

mortality worldwide: sources, methods and major patterns in 
GLOBOCAN 2012. Int J Cancer 2015;136:E359–86.

 2. Peirson L, Fitzpatrick-Lewis D, Ciliska D, et al. Screening for cervical 
cancer: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Syst Rev 2013;2.

 3. IARC Working Group on the Evaluation of Cancer-Preventive 
Strategies. Cervix cancer screening. Lyon: IARC Press, 2005.

 4. Cancer Registry of Norway. Annual Report 2016. The National 
Cervical Cancer Screening Programme [Årsrapport 2016. 
Livmorhalsprogrammet]. Oslo, 2016. Available: https://www. 
kreftregisteret. no/ globalassets/ publikasjoner- og- rapporter/ 
livmorhalskreft/ arsrapport/ aarsrapport- 2016- livmorhalsprogrammet_ 
1- 4. pdf [Accessed 07 Jan 2019].

 5. Cancer Registry of Norway. Facts about the cervical cancer 
screening programme. [Fakta om masseundersøkelsen mot 
livmorhalskreft]. Available: https://www. kreftregisteret. no/ Generelt/ 
Nyheter/ Fakta- om- Masseundersokelsen- mot- livmorhalskreft- eller- 
Cerv ixsc reen ingp rogr ammet/ [Accessed 27 June 2019].

 6. The Norwegian Directorate of Health. Trends and changes in 
General Practice. [Fastlegestatistikk. Utviklingstrekk og endringer 
i fastlegeordningen]. 2017. Available: https:// helsedirektoratet. no/ 
statistikk- og- analyse/ fastlegestatistikk# fastlegestatistikk- 2017 
[Accessed 07 Jan 2019].

 7. Leinonen MK, Campbell S, Ursin G, et al. Barriers to cervical cancer 
screening faced by immigrants: a registry-based study of 1.4 million 
women in Norway. Eur J Public Health 2017;27:873–9.

 8. Harder E, Juul KE, Jensen SM, et al. Factors associated with non-
participation in cervical cancer screening—a nationwide study of 
nearly half a million women in Denmark. Prev Med 2018;111:94–100.

 9. Broberg G, Wang J, Östberg A-L, et al. Socio-Economic and 
demographic determinants affecting participation in the Swedish 
cervical screening program: a population-based case-control study. 
PLoS One 2018;13:e0190171.

 10. Östensson E, Alder S, Elfström KM, et al. Barriers to and facilitators 
of compliance with clinic-based cervical cancer screening: 
population-based cohort study of women aged 23–60 years. PloS 
One 2015;5:e0128270.

 11. Hansen BT, Hukkelberg SS, Haldorsen T, et al. Factors associated 
with non-attendance, opportunistic attendance and reminded 
attendance to cervical screening in an organized screening program: 
a cross-sectional study of 12,058 Norwegian women. BMC Public 
Health 2011;11:264.

 12. Marlow LAV, Chorley AJ, Hadderell J, et al. Understanding the 
heterogeneity of cervical cancer screening non-participants: data 
from a national sample of British women. Eur J Cancer 2017;80:30–8.

 13. Bosgraaf RP, Ketelaars PJW, Verhoef VMJ, et al. Reasons for non-
attendance to cervical screening and preferences for HPV self-
sampling in Dutch women. Prev Med 2014;64:108–13.

 14. Waller J, Bartoszek M, Marlow LA, et al. Barriers to cervical cancer 
screening attendance in England: a population-based survey. J Med 
Screen 2009;16:199–204.

 15. Marlow LA, Wardle J, Waller J. Understanding cervical screening 
non-attendance among ethnic minority women in England. Br J 
Cancer 2015;113:833–9.

 16. Chorley AJ, Marlow LA, Forster AS, et al. Experiences of cervical 
screening and barriers to participation in the context of an 
organised programme: a systematic review and thematic synthesis. 
Psychooncology 2017;26:161–72.

 17. Cooper CP, Polonec L, Gelb CA. Women’s knowledge and 
awareness of gynecologic cancer: a multisite qualitative study in the 
United States. J Womens Health 2011;4:517–24.

 18. Hope KA, Moss E, Redman CWE, et al. Psycho-Social influences 
upon older women's decision to attend cervical screening: a review 
of current evidence. Prev Med 2017;101:60–6.

 19. Azerkan F, Widmark C, Sparén P, et al. When life got in the way: how 
Danish and Norwegian immigrant women in Sweden reason about 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ijc.29210
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/2046-4053-2-35
https://www.kreftregisteret.no/globalassets/publikasjoner-og-rapporter/livmorhalskreft/arsrapport/aarsrapport-2016-livmorhalsprogrammet_1-4.pdf
https://www.kreftregisteret.no/globalassets/publikasjoner-og-rapporter/livmorhalskreft/arsrapport/aarsrapport-2016-livmorhalsprogrammet_1-4.pdf
https://www.kreftregisteret.no/globalassets/publikasjoner-og-rapporter/livmorhalskreft/arsrapport/aarsrapport-2016-livmorhalsprogrammet_1-4.pdf
https://www.kreftregisteret.no/globalassets/publikasjoner-og-rapporter/livmorhalskreft/arsrapport/aarsrapport-2016-livmorhalsprogrammet_1-4.pdf
https://www.kreftregisteret.no/Generelt/Nyheter/Fakta-om-Masseundersokelsen-mot-livmorhalskreft-eller-Cervixscreeningprogrammet/
https://www.kreftregisteret.no/Generelt/Nyheter/Fakta-om-Masseundersokelsen-mot-livmorhalskreft-eller-Cervixscreeningprogrammet/
https://www.kreftregisteret.no/Generelt/Nyheter/Fakta-om-Masseundersokelsen-mot-livmorhalskreft-eller-Cervixscreeningprogrammet/
https://helsedirektoratet.no/statistikk-og-analyse/fastlegestatistikk#fastlegestatistikk-2017
https://helsedirektoratet.no/statistikk-og-analyse/fastlegestatistikk#fastlegestatistikk-2017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/ckx093
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2018.02.035
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0190171
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0128270
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0128270
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-11-264
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-11-264
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ejca.2017.04.017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2014.04.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1258/jms.2009.009073
http://dx.doi.org/10.1258/jms.2009.009073
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/bjc.2015.248
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/bjc.2015.248
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pon.4126
http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/jwh.2011.2765
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2017.05.002


8 Aasbø G, et al. BMJ Open 2019;9:e029505. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2019-029505

Open access 

cervical screening and why they Postpone attendance. PLoS One 
2015;10:e0107624.

 20. Gele AA, Qureshi SA, Kour P, et al. Barriers and facilitators to cervical 
cancer screening among Pakistani and Somali immigrant women in 
Oslo: a qualitative study. Int J Womens Health 2017;9:487–96.

 21. Andreassen T, Weiderpass E, Nicula F, et al. Controversies about 
cervical cancer screening: A qualitative study of Roma women's 
(non)participation in cervical cancer screening in Romania. Soc Sci 
Med 2017;183:48–55.

 22. Thaler RH, Sunstein CR. Nudge: improving decisions about health, 
wealth and happiness. London: Penguin, 2009.

 23. Wilkinson S. Focus group research in qualitative research. In: 
Silverman D, ed. Qualitative research. 3rd edn. London: Sage, 
2011: 168–84.

 24. Morgan D. Focus group interviewing. In: Gubrium J, Holstein J, eds. 
Handbook of interview research: context and method. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage, 2002: 141–61.

 25. Järvinen M. Interview i en interaktionistisk begrebsramme [Interview 
in a conceptual framework of interactionism]. In: Järvinen M, Mik-
Meyer N, eds. Kvalitative metoder i et interaktionistisk perspektiv: 
interview, observationer og dokumenter [Qualitative methods in an 
interactionist perspective: interview, observations and documents. 
Copenhagen: Hans Reitzels Forlag, 2005: 27–48.

 26. Justesen L, Mik-Meyer N. Qualitative research methods in 
organisation studies. Copenhagen: Hans Reitzels Forlag, 2012.

 27. Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res 
Psychol 2006;3:77–101.

 28. Whitehead M, Jones R, Pykett J. Governing irrationality, or a 
more than rational government? reflections on the rescientisation 
of decision making in British public policy. Environ Plan A 
2011;43:2819–37.

 29. Wheeler DC, Szymanski KM, Black A, et al. Applying strategies 
from libertarian paternalism to decision making for prostate specific 
antigen (PSA) screening. BMC Cancer 2011;11:148.

 30. Lönnberg S, Andreassen T, Engesæter B, et al. Impact of scheduled 
appointments on cervical screening participation in Norway: a 
randomised intervention. BMJ Open 2016;6:e013728.

 31. Hofmann B, Stanak M. Nudging in screening: literature review and 
ethical guidance. Patient Educ Couns 2018;101:1561–9.

 32. Bush J. “It’s just part of being a woman”: cervical screening, the 
body and femininity. Soc Sci Med 2000;3:429–44.

 33. Smith LK, Pope C, Botha JL. Patients' help-seeking experiences 
and delay in cancer presentation: a qualitative synthesis. Lancet 
2005;366:825–31.

 34. Marlow LAV, McGregor LM, Nazroo JY, et al. Facilitators and 
barriers to help-seeking for breast and cervical cancer symptoms: 
a qualitative study with an ethnically diverse sample in London. 
Psychooncology 2014;23:749–57.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0107624
http://dx.doi.org/10.2147/IJWH.S139160
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2017.04.040
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2017.04.040
http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
http://dx.doi.org/10.1068/a43575
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2407-11-148
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2016-013728
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.pec.2018.03.021
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(05)67030-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pon.3464

	Perspectives of non-attenders for cervical cancer screening in Norway: a qualitative focus group study
	Abstract
	Introduction
	The Norwegian cervical screening programme and implementation in healthcare services
	Non-attendance in cervical cancer screening
	Aim of the study

	Methods
	Design
	Study recruitment
	Patient and public involvement
	Materials
	Procedure
	Analysis

	Results
	‘It’s easy to forget about it’
	‘Women have to arrange their own appointment’
	‘It has to be ‘a must’’
	‘It’s a humiliating situation’

	Discussion
	Clinical implications
	Strengths and limitations

	References


