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Figure  1 : Flow -chart  
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Impact of religious beliefs on cervical screening practices - 

review of the literature  
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Abstract  

To prevent cervical cancer, the screening coverage of the female population is 

becoming a major public health challenge. In France, a Pap smear test at least once 

every two years for women aged 25 Ð 65 has been recommended by health 

authorities. Despite public intervention to promote cervi cal cancer awareness, the 

coverage is still rather low: 60% of the targeted group.  Many studies reported the 

consequence of socio-economic status (SES) on the screening behaviours: an 

underuse of Pap Smear Test is observed among low income women. However, 

individual SES cannot fully explain health behaviours of vulnerable groups. A  narrative 

literature review from 2015-2019 using a Pubmed search shows the role played by 

the religious beliefs and affiliation on cervi cal cancer screening behaviours. Our 

review, based on the selection of 16 articles, shows that  the link between religious 

beliefs and screening behaviour can work in either directi on Ð religion can act as a 

facilitator or as a barrier. 
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Introduction !

!

Cervical cancer is the 12th most common cancer affecting women  in France 

nowadays. With an annual incidence of around 3,000 cases and a relatively high 

mortality (1,100 annual deaths attributed), cervical cancer is still underdiagnosed (1). 

Its prevention is mainly based on screening, in particular by performing a Pap smear. 

Despite the many advances in screening, in particular better accessibility through 

reimbursement or the simplicity of the medical procedure, the participation rate of 

patients has remained constant  for several years; around 60%  (1). It must be noted 

that the coverage of this screening is not satisf ying because it is too limited; therefore 

it becomes problematic , and it is necessary to consider the facilitator and associated 

barriers in order to recommend appropriated interventions likely to extend this 

coverage as much as possible.  

 

First, there are individual factors that may partly explain why some women do no t 

seek screening for cancer, especially cervical cancer. Thus, many studies have shown 

the importance of age (older women are less screened than younger women) as well 

as socio-economic status, women in a precarious situation having less recourse to 

cancer screening. Futhermore, the decision whether or not to have recourse to 

screening stems from a particular psychological mechanism whose theoretical 

models are numerous (2) and whose determinants are not only social, even if they 

play a certain role (3). Indeed, the simple individual dimension, and in particular the 

economic dimension, cannot all by itself alone account for the complexity of health 

behaviors in the multiple dimensions in which they are deployed (4) ; other elements 

must be considered in order to better understand them  (5). For example, some 

international studies show the influence of socio-cultural factors on health behaviors, 

including cervical cancer screening, and argue for further exploration of these  (6)." 

The renewed interest in the impact of religious practices and denominational 

membership as a cultural marker on individuals' r elationship to their health and to the 

healthcare system (6,7) ) prompts us to evaluate the impact of religious beliefs on the 

use of screening involving cancer which is a particularly sensitive pathology (8) and a 

socially charged and valued location, the female genitalia  (9). It is all the more, today, 
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in France,  because the question of ethnocultural origin and gender is raised as a 

possible barrier to optimal access to care, leading to possible discrimination in 

relation to certain groups who would  therefore be considered more vulnerable (10). 

It is in this particular context , an exploratory narrative review of the international 

medical literature dealing with this subject was initiated  to measure the state of 

knowledge in this area 

 

 

Material and methods  

!

To carry out this exploratory review, a selection of articles published between January 

1, 2015 and  May 31, 2019 in English or French, and dealing with the relationship 

between religious beliefs and the use of cervical cancer screening by Pap smear was 

performed by querying the Pubmed database.  

For this review, in order to ensure a homogeneity of the articles s elected, the notion 

of religion was understood as the fact of belonging to a religious group or the fact of 

referring to a god. Thus, articles addressing the concepts of beliefs and spirituality in 

a broader sense were not included in this analysis.  

The selection of articles was carried out in three stages: firstly a reading of the titles 

which were to evoke the use of screening by Pap smear, then an analysis of the 

abstracts in which the notion of religious belief was sought and finally a study of the 

complete text to verify the nature of the relationship between religion and recourse to 

the Pap smear. 

Of the 1,941 articles dealing with Pap smear (keyword " Pap smear"), reading the 

abstracts identified 193 publications dealing with factors associated with achieving a  

Pap smear. The study of these 193 publications made it possible to select 42 of them 

evoking religious beliefs or religion, of which only 16 assess the weight of these beliefs 

in the use or not of an Pap smear (figure 1) and will therefore be studied in the present 

review. 

 

 

"
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Figure 1  : Flow -chart  
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Results  
 

The first observation that emerges is that over this recent period, little work has 

evaluated the weight of religious beliefs on the use of cervical screening: out of the 

193 articles studying the socio -cultural factors linked to pap smear , only 8.29% 

mention religion as a possible explanatory factor  (11Ð26). 

Nevertheless, we see that denominational affiliation appears in a certain number of 

these publications as a possibl e barrier to resorting to the pap smear, which acts 

directly on health behaviors either because of the hierarchization of relations between 

the sexes imposed by religious rules, or because of the divine character attributed to 

the disease or even to morals and to the underlying control of mores and sexual 

behavior. 

 

 

Modesty of women, a strong value of religion  

 

Thus, with regard to the ratio between the sexes, some women are reluctant to consult 

a male doctor insofar as nudity remains a particularly sensitive subject, even in a 

medical context  (11,13,14,20). In addition, due to a hierarchy established between 

men and women, the express authorization of the spouse may be required for the 

practice of a Pap smear (13,14). The normalization of the gender relationship is 

intertwined with the relationship to the body and thus intervenes in the injunct ion to 

the modesty of women. As a result, one of the barriers for  a Pap smear test is the 

knowledge and attitude of husbands towards this screening (13).  

 

Illness, a divine will 

 

Illness is also sometimes meant to be a divine ordeal. The notion of divine fatalism is 

sometimes very marked: cancer is then perceived as a state decided by a God whose 

decision relating to its outcome belongs to him (11,15,20,26). Cancer can also be 

likened to divine punishm ent (20). This fatalism is found in many religions: both in 

Muslim (15,20), and Christian (11,26). populations. Associated with this divine vision 

of disease, these women believe that their faith protects them from cancer, which 
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does not encourage them to participate to screening but on the contrary to let "the 

divine will" be done  (15). 

 

Normative beliefs prevalent in religion 

 

Finally, another representation associated with certain religious beliefs: the one 

associated with sexuality, or at least with excessive sexuality. Whatever the culture or 

religion of origin, this notion seems to be ubiquitous. Probably linked to a lack of  

knowledge of the pathology, cervical cancer often appears to be associated with 

active sexuality (11,13). Two barriers emerge: women do not think they are at risk of 

cervical cancer because they have no / little sexuality or a "normative" sexuality. 

Conversely, some women do not dare to consult for a Pap smear out of fear of 

appearing to be a promiscuous person or of being suspected of infidelity  (11). Many 

articles report a real fear of stigmatization, especially among Muslim populations  (20), 

and more particularly among Hispanic populations  (26). Moreover, if the entourage 

and especially the women surrounding the patient do not participate at the Pap smear, 

patients will seldom go for testing themselves. There is a real snowball effect (15).!

 

Cross-effects between religion and ignorance of the pathology or screening  

 

More indirectly, religious a ffiliation also affects health education and knowledge about 

the disease. Lack of knowledge can be multidimensional and religious taboos can be 

real obstacles to the education of women. This lack of knowledge may concern the 

pathology itself and its mode o f operation leading to false beliefs, but also the health 

system, for example on the ability of caregivers to carry out screening (who is able to 

carry out a Pap smear? general practitioner, biologist, gynecologist, midwife  ?), on 

the way in which it is carried out (systematically at each consultation?), on its cost (is 

it chargeable?) or even on the population concerned (from wh at age and until what 

age should it be done?)  (11,26). For some women, religious beliefs (or religious 

affiliation) may be reason enough not to perform  a Pap smear even after an 

educational intervention  (17). Research on a population of women in Guinea shows 

that Catholics have more knowledge of cervical cancer than women of the Muslim 
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faith (18) : women presenting themselves as Muslims participate the least in screening 

and thus become a particularly vulnerable group insofar as they combine all the 

barriers previously identified  (16,19,20). This difference between religious groups is 

also found among health professionals, for example a study of nurses practicing in 

India in whom the level of knowledge relating to cervical cancer varies accordi ng to 

the declared religion (21). However, this result is not consensual, as other studies find 

no correlation between participation in screening and religious affiliation  (23,25). As in 

this study by Kim HW and Al. (22) on South Korean mothers where religion is not a 

factor in the choice to talk about Pap smear to their daughters.  
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Table 1 :  
Main features of the included articles on the impact of religion on Pap smear. 
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Discussion  

 

As a main result, even if there does not seem to be a consensus on the direct effect 

of religion on the practice of cercival cancer screening, this review nevertheless shows 

that religious affliation can represent both a barrier, when it is a question of modesty, 

of perception of the disease as divine will or of normative beliefs leading to a fear of 

stigmatization, and a facilitator when this involves religious leaders or even the mass 

media (12,13,15,20)   

This literature review is of course limited due to its non -systematic narrative character, 

but nevertheless demonstrates the fact that the impact of religious practices and 

beliefs on the use of cervical screening has not been clearly studied and that the 

relationship between knowledge of testing, religious beliefs and uptake of Pap smear 

testing is not clear. The lack of work on the French population testifies to the 

reluctance that still persists i n France to fully address this question because of a 

secular tradition that rejects religious beliefs to the private sphere. It is mainly Anglo-

Saxon works that produce most of the results on this subject. A second obstacle to 

the realization of this review consists of the confusion between the notions of ethnicity 

and religion observed in a large number of articles from Anglo -Saxon studies where 

the concept of ethnic minority is used to designate socio -cultural groups in the study 

of health behaviors and more specifically the use of screening for cervical cancer  (27). 

It is through the prism of this concept that the question of associated religious beliefs 

is approached: thus, for example, the population of Arab origin is immediately 

characterized by Islam (28,29). This community approach is also the foundation of 

intervention and targeted prevention policies developed in Anglo-Saxon countries not 

only for cancer (30) but for a group of  other pathologies (31). 

If this difficulty in understanding the concepts of culture and religion constitutes a limit 

to be considered in this study, it also bears witness to the need of  reflection on this 

subject. The link between religion and medical decision, whether the practice of 

screening or the choice of treatment, has been extensively studied across the Atlantic  

(32) with a 2.5 increase in the number of publications in the last decade  (33). Let us 

recall for example that 57% of Americans believe that religion can answer almost all 

of today's problems  (33). However, this problem is not absent from research carried 
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out in Europe, particularly in countries with high immigration (34). First and foremost, 

it is important to note that in some studies religion does not systematically influence 

Pap smear, or only very marginally (18,23). Some difficulties in measuring what comes 

under religion and spirituality may still explain why the link is not yet obvious today. 

This does not mean that the latter does not exist, as this field of study is new in 

epidemiology and constitutes a major issue for the years to come  (35).  

This is why, even if there is no consensus on the matter, many works identify a link 

between religious beliefs and health. For example, the meta -analysis carried out by 

Salsman et al. (33) rediscovers the fatalism mentioned above, imbued with the belief 

that the outcome of health problems in general is inevitable because it is determined 

by a God. The notion of stigmatization o f sexuality by religion is also found in an article 

studying the influence of religion on female contraceptive practices  (36). However, for 

some authors, the relationship between religion and health, in this case between 

religious beliefs and the practice of screening for cervical cancer, is more complex. 

This relationship cannot be explained without th e contribution of the concept of 

culture which inscribes religious practice in the historical tradition of a particular 

ethnocultural group. Thus, it is not religion in itself that must be considered but the 

cultural characteristics of the group and of the  specific role or place which are 

traditionally vested in women in the family unit and in relations with well -being and 

group health (15,20,26). 

This complexity is evident in the relationship between religious beliefs, knowledge of 

screening and healthy behaviors. 

This may partly explain that some studies conclude that there is no statistically 

significant correlation between religious affiliation and knowledge of Pap smear  (25). 

While some religious communities testify to a better knowledge of screening and 

cancer disease than others, this is not enough to explain culturally differentiated 

participation in screening " (18) 

But the link between beliefs, religious practices and the health of the population is not 

straightforward. Religion has  often a positive impact on promoting the health of 

patients by helping them respond optimistically to illness. It can thus have an influence 

on psychic factors such as stress but also on measurable repercussions such as early 

bed discharge or faster recovery (37).  
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The ÒcommunityÓ character generated by belonging to a religious group can even be 

a facilitator likely to improve participation in screening, especially if religious leaders 

are involved (12,13,20) or the mass media are also mentioned as a facilitator in some 

articles (15,20).  

However, negative impacts of religion can also be found with patients who do not 

consult quickly enough or who refuse vaccines or transfusions for religious reasons  

(38). 

Thus, the lack of consensus suggests the existence of possible confounding factor s 

but also the need for religious beliefs to be first understood according to two distinct 

questions. The first concerns the very content of beliefs and associated moral rules. 

This review shows, however, that in most studies the influence of confessional beliefs 

on health behaviors, in this case preventive behaviors such as screening for cervical 

cancer, closely depends on the content of these beliefs and hierarchical relationships 

that they can organize between men and women but also their own morality, 

especially on sexuality. The second question takes into account the permeation (and 

potentially the adhesion) of groups to the belief systems conveyed by a particular 

religion: religion, culture and politics are inseparable, and the surrounding contextual 

elements must be considered.   
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Conclusion !

!

In conclusion, while there is no consensus on the reality of the impact of religious 

beliefs on the use of Pap smear, their role is nevertheless not to be excluded. The 

complex relationships between religion, community and health require more detailed 

exploration in order to be able to separate things out and better explain the 

relationship between religious affiliation and prevention in health. The study of the 

relationship between religion and the practice of cancer screening must be carried 

out in the light of the content of beliefs and the individual rules of conduct they enact, 

their reality and their weight within certain groups or communities as well as the 

political and social context in which it operates. Operationally, although in many cases 

denominational affiliation can be perceived as an obvious barrier to screening, 

community affiliation, in particular the commitment of religious leaders, from an 

intervention perspective on certain particular groups can prove to be an effective 

facilitator. Finally, it appears essential to enhance knowledge on this subject and to 

share it with health professionals, in particular practitioners, so that the latter pay 

increased attention to vulnerable populations, reducing their embarrassment and 

legitimizing their requests. For example, in the event that a professional (man) refuses 

to perform a Pap smear, systematic guidance to a professional (woman) for the 

performance of this specific act could be set up.! !
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Ò Au moment dÕ•tre admis(e)  
ˆ exercer la mŽdecine, je promets  
et je jure dÕ•tre fid•le aux lois  
de lÕhonneur et de la probitŽ.
Mon premier souci sera de rŽtablir, de prŽserver ou de promouvoir  
la santŽ dans tous ses ŽlŽments, physiques et mentaux,  
individuels et sociaux.

Je respecterai toutes les personnes, leur autonomie et leur volontŽ, sans 
aucune discrimination selon leur Žtat ou leurs convictions. JÕinterviendrai 
pour les protŽger si elles sont affaiblies, vulnŽrables ou menacŽes dans 
leur intŽgritŽ ou leur dignitŽ. M•me sous la contrainte, je ne ferai pas 
usage de mes connaissances contre les lois de lÕhumanitŽ.

JÕinformerai les patients des dŽcisions envisagŽes, de leurs raisons  
et de leurs consŽquences.

Je ne tromperai jamais leur confiance et nÕexploiterai pas le pouvoir 
hŽritŽ des circonstances pour forcer les consciences.

Je donnerai mes soins ˆ lÕindigent et ˆ quiconque me les demandera. 
Je ne me laisserai pas influencer par la soif du gain ou la recherche  
de la gloire.

Admis(e) dans lÕintimitŽ des personnes, je tairai les secrets qui me seront 
confiŽs. Re•u(e) ˆ lÕintŽrieur des maisons, je respecterai les secrets  
des foyers et ma conduite ne servira pas ˆ corrompre les mÏurs.

Je ferai tout pour soulager les souffrances. Je ne prolongerai pas 
abusivement les agonies. Je ne provoquerai jamais la mort dŽlibŽrŽment.

Je prŽserverai lÕindŽpendance nŽcessaire ˆ lÕaccomplissement  
de ma mission. Je nÕentreprendrai rien qui dŽpasse mes compŽtences.  
Je les entretiendrai et les perfectionnerai pour assurer au mieux  
les services qui me seront demandŽs.

JÕapporterai mon aide ˆ mes confr•res ainsi quÕˆ leurs familles  
dans lÕadversitŽ.

Que les hommes et mes confr•res mÕaccordent leur estime  
si je suis fid•le ˆ mes promesses  ; que je sois dŽshonorŽ(e) et mŽprisŽ(e) 
si jÕy manque. 

www.conseil-national.medecin.fr


