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Dear Editor,

We thank Dr. Dugué and colleagues for their
response to our systematic review [1] on the effect of
organised cervical screening on cervical cancer mortality
in Europe. Dugué and colleagues emphasise how diffi-
cult it is to estimate the effect of cervical cancer
screening, because no unselected unscreened group is
available and women who do not participate in
screening often have a higher a priori risk of cervical
cancer mortality. This was highlighted in their study [2],
which we included in our review, that showed that self-
selection bias influences estimates of cervical cancer
screening effects.
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We agree that self-selection bias affects the effect size
of observational studies which compare cervical cancer
mortality in screening participants with that in non-
participants. This was why self-selection bias was scored
for every study that we included, and the estimated ef-
fects of cervical cancer screening were presented sepa-
rately for studies that either corrected for self-selection
bias or compared invited with uninvited women. The
study by Dugué et al. was recognised as a study that did
not correct for self-selection bias. Also, in the discus-
sion, we emphasise this important aspect, and that it is a
cause of differences among studies.

In addition to self-selection bias, we described other
factors that could affect the effect size such as target
ages, screening intervals, and participation rates in the
invited population [3]. Because it was impossible to
stratify for all those factors in our abstract, we included
the complete range of studies there and emphasised the
distinctions in the rest of the manuscript.
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We however disagree with their statement that it is on
this background difficult to interpret or use the esti-
mates provided by us for the monitoring of cervical
cancer prevention strategies. It would make imple-
mentation of health policies a hazardous investment.

In our discussion section, we suggested using model-
ling to quantify the effects of factors influencing the cer-
vical cancer mortality reduction. These models can apply
different background risks to sections of the population
that are less likely to participate in screening to account
for self-selection bias, apart from the other mentioned
important country or programme characteristics. Suffi-
ciently tailored models can then be validated against the
studies identified by our systematic review.

In summary, we agree that self-selection bias as well
as other factors play important roles in estimating the
exact effect of cervical screening on cervical cancer
mortality, as emphasised in our manuscript, but both
women, clinicians and policymakers deserve to know
whether their specific policy is performing according to
international standards.
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