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This is a brief summary of the information 
on ‘Treating abnormal smears’ from 
CancerHelp UK. You will find more 
detailed information on the website.  
 
In this information there are sections on 
– Treatment for abnormal smear 
– After your abnormal smear treatment 
– What happens if abnormal cells come 

back 
– Pregnancy and abnormal cervical cells 
– Questions for your doctor 

 
Treatment for abnormal smear 
If you have an abnormal smear, you have 
pre cancerous changes in the cells covering 
the cervix.  If they are left, they could 
develop into cancer.  If you have moderate 
or severe cell changes on your smear, you 
will have a colposcopy.  During a 
colposcopy, the doctor or specialist nurse 
looks more closely at the abnormal areas of 
your cervix and may take samples 
(biopsies).  If you have mild changes, you 
may have a colposcopy straight away, or 
you may have another smear in 6 months.   
 
There are several different treatments 
available for pre cancerous changes in the 
cervix.  They all aim to remove or destroy 

the abnormal cells.  This can be done by 
freezing, with heat from a laser or hot 
probe, or by cutting out the affected area.   
 
Laser ablation, cold coagulation and 
cryotherapy (freezing) treat just the part of 
the cervix that contains abnormal cells. Or 
you may have a cone biopsy, diathermy or 
LLETZ.  These remove all of the area 
where cells can become cancerous.  
CancerHelp UK has more information 
about the different types of treatment. 
 
Hysterectomy 
If you are past your menopause or have 
finished having children, your doctor may 
suggest removing the whole of your womb 
(hysterectomy).  This is more likely if you 
have had abnormal cells before, or if the 
abnormality found was severe. 
 
After your abnormal smear 
treatment 
Most women feel fine after having an 
abnormal smear treated.  But some others 
feel quite ill and need to go home and rest.  
You may have period type pains for the 
rest of the day.  You should expect to have 
some bleeding or discharge for some days 
after you are treated.  How long it lasts 
depends partly on the type of treatment 
you have had.  Many women find this type 
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of treatment does have an effect on them.  
You may feel traumatised, depressed, 
vulnerable or invaded.  Usually you get over 
these feelings with time.   But if you feel 
you need help talk to your GP about 
counselling. 
 
You shouldn't have sex before 4 weeks 
after your treatment because of the risk of 
infection.  Treatment will not affect your 
enjoyment of sex in the future.  It is very 
important to go back to the hospital or 
clinic for check ups after treatment for an 
abnormal smear.  Treatment is successful in 
4 out of 5 women.  But if the abnormal 
cells come back you will need more 
treatment. 
 
What happens if abnormal cells 
come back  
Usually you can have more laser treatment, 
diathermy or loop excision.  You may need 
to have a cone biopsy.  But if the abnormal 
cells come back more than once, or if your 
doctor thinks the risks are too great, you 
may be asked to have a hysterectomy. Your 
doctor should talk through all the treatment 
options with you at every stage, and take 
your wishes into account.  
 
Pregnancy and abnormal cervical 
cells 
We hope the following information will 
help put your mind at rest.  But it is no 
substitute for talking to your own doctor.  
Remember that abnormal cells are pre 
cancerous.  They are not cervical cancer. 
 
Cervical screening tests are not usually 
carried out during pregnancy. But you may 
be asked to have one at your first antenatal 
appointment if you had an abnormal 
cervical screening test result before you 
became pregnant. In this situation if your 

smear shows abnormal cells you will not 
usually have any treatment during your 
pregnancy. Your doctor may ask you to go 
for a colposcopy, which won't harm the 
pregnancy at all. If the cells haven't gone 
back to normal after the birth, you can have 
treatment then. The abnormal cells are not 
likely to change much during this delay. 
 
Pregnancy after treatment for an 
abnormal smear  
After cone biopsy there is a very small 
chance that the cervix can become so 
tightly closed that sperm cannot get in. So 
you would not be able to get pregnant 
naturally. It is very unlikely that any other 
cervical treatments will affect your ability to 
get pregnant in the future. Women who 
have had a cone biopsy are slightly more 
likely to have their babies born before 37 
weeks. There is also a slightly increased risk 
of early birth after LLETZ. 
 
Questions for your doctor about 
abnormal smears  
 
• What treatment do I need for my 

abnormal smear?  
• Why do I need this treatment?  
• I know there are many different ways 

of treating abnormal cells. Do you 
recommend any particular one and if 
so why?  

• Why are you recommending this 
particular type of treatment for me?  

• Do I have a choice in the treatment I 
have?  

• What are the side effects of these 
treatments?  

• Are there any long term effects of 
these treatments?  

• How long will the treatment take?  
• Can I be treated as an out patient?  
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• How long will it take to get over the 
treatment?  

• What should I do to help myself get 
over the treatment?  

• When should I have another smear?  
• Should I have smears more often in the 

future now I have had an abnormal 
one?  

• Should I have treatment for warts as 
well as treatment for abnormal cells?  

• I might be pregnant. Can I still be 
treated?  

• Will this treatment affect pregnancy in 
the future?  

More information  
 
For more information about cervical cancer, visit our website 
http://cancerhelp.cancerresearchuk.org 
 
You will find a wide range of detailed, up to date information for people affected by 
cancer, including a clinical trials database that you can search for cancer trials in the UK. 
You can view or print the information in a larger size if you need to.  
 
For answers to your questions about cancer call our Cancer Information Nurses on  
0808 800 4040 9am till 5pm Monday to Friday 

Adapted from Cancer Research UK’s Patient Information Website CancerHelp UK in January 2011. 
CancerHelp UK is not designed to provide medical advice or professional services and is intended to be  
for educational use only. The information provided through CancerHelp UK and our nurse team is not  
a substitute for professional care and should not be used for diagnosing or treating a health problem  
or disease. If you have, or suspect you may have, a health problem you should consult your doctor.  
© Cancer Research UK 2011.  Cancer Research UK is a registered charity in England and Wales (1089464) 
and in Scotland (SC041666).  
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