
Questions your healthcare provider may ask 
you:

•	What	is	the	date	you	started	your	last	
period?

•	Have	you	noticed	any	unusual	vaginal	
discharge?

•	Do	you	think	you	might	be	pregnant?

Latex	 condoms,	when	 used	 consistently	 and	 correctly,	 are	
effective	 at	 reducing	 the	 risk	 of	 transmission	 of	 sexually	
transmitted	infections,	including	HIV,	if	the	condom	covers	the	
affected	area	or	site	of	potential	exposure.	To	reduce	risk	of	
transmission	 of	 herpes,	 couples	 should	 abstain	 from	 sexual	
intercourse	during	an	outbreak.

ABPAP 02-2016

©	Copyright	2016
American	Sexual	Health	Association,	Inc.	All	rights	reserved.
Reproduction	of	this	document	is	strictly	prohibited	and	is	a	
violation	of	United	States	Copyright	Laws.

P.	O.	Box	13827
Research	Triangle	Park,	NC	27709-3827

STI Resource Center
 Monday - Friday, 9 am to 6 pm ET 

919-361-8488

www.ashasexualhealth.org
www.iwannaknow.org	(for	teens)

www.quierosaber.org	(en	español) 
www.nccc-online.org
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the	sexual	health	of	individuals,	families	and	communities	by	
advocating	sound	policies	and	practices	and	educating	the	
public,	professionals	and	policy	makers,	in	order	to	foster	
healthy	sexual	behaviors	and	relationships	and	prevent	
adverse	health	outcomes.

If	you	are	a	healthcare	provider	and	would	like	to	see	our	
full	range	of	available	materials,	please	visit	our	online	
catalog	at	www.ashapublications.org	or	call	ASHA	
Customer	Service	at 1-800-783-9877	or	email	us	at	
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What if I have an abnormal Pap test?
If	your	Pap	test	shows	abnormal	cell	changes,	your	
healthcare	provider	may:
•	Repeat	a	Pap	test	in	12	months.	This	is	the	
preferred	option	for	women	ages	21-24	with	
unclear	or	mildly	abnormal	Pap	tests.

•	Test	your	cervix	for	HPV.
•	Look	at	your	cervix	with	a	special	lens	called	a	
colposcope.

•	Take	a	sample	of	tissue,	called	a	biopsy,	from	
the	cervix.

Whether the plan is for a follow-up Pap 
test, an HPV test, a colposcopy or a 
biopsy, keep your 
appointment. Make 
sure that you 
understand the next 
step and why your 
healthcare provider 
chose it. 

Don’t be afraid to ask 
questions! You may 
want to write 
down your 
questions for
your provider in 
advance and
bring them 
with you.
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What causes an abnormal Pap test result?
•	Human	papillomavirus	(HPV)	can	cause	
cervical	cell	changes	that	lead	to	abnormal	Pap	
test	results.

What is a Pap test?
The	Pap	test	is	a	test	done	on	your	cervix—the	
opening	to	the	uterus	or	womb.	The	healthcare	
provider	uses	a	swab,	a	small	brush,	or	small	
wooden	stick	to	get	a	sample	of	cells	from	your	
cervix.	The	sample	is	sent	to	a	lab	where	it	is	
looked	at	under	a	microscope.	If	some	cells	
look	different	from	normal	cells,	it	is	called	an	
“abnormal	Pap	test.”

What is a pelvic exam?
A	Pap	test	is	not	the	same	as	a	pelvic	exam.	During	
a	pelvic	exam,	the	healthcare	provider	looks	at	
and	feels	the	organs	around	your	cervix	to	make	
sure	their	shape	and	size	are	normal.	A	Pap	test	
is	often	part	of	a	pelvic	exam.	If	you’re	not	sure	
whether	your	pelvic	exam	includes	a	Pap	test,	ask	
your	healthcare	provider.

Talk to your healthcare 

WHen Do I neeD A PAP TesT?
experts recommend that women begin 
having Pap tests at age 21. no matter how 
often your healthcare provider indicates you 
should have Pap tests, it is important to have 
pelvic exams every year. even women

who are past menopause 
or have had their tubes 
tied need a Pap test 
regularly. Women 
who have had a 
hysterectomy may also 
need regular Pap tests. 

provider to 
learn what is 
recommended
for you.

•	Mild	infection,	irritation	from	yeast,	tampons,	or	
irritation	from	sexual	intercourse	may	also	cause	
cell	changes,	but	these	changes	often	go	away	
on	their	own	or	can	be	easily	treated.

•	The	person	reading	the	Pap	test	may	see	some	
normal	cells	as	abnormal.	(This	is	not	a	true	
abnormal	Pap,	but	it	will	require	you	to	have	the	
test	again).

What is HPV?
HPV	is	a	very	common	virus.	There	are	many	types	
of	HPV,	some	of	which	can	be	passed	from	the	skin	
of	one	person	to	another	during	sex.	Some	types	
cause	genital	warts–bumps	on	the	skin	around	the	
penis,	vagina	or	anus.	Other	types	can	cause	cell	
changes	on	the	cervix.	Sometimes,	these	changes	
can	lead	to	cervical	cancer	if	they	aren’t	found	
and	treated.	

Most	women	who	have	HPV	do	not	develop	
cancer,	but	some	do.	This	is	why	getting	a	Pap	test	 regularly	is	so	important,	because	the	Pap	test	can	

find	cervical	cell	changes.	

What is the difference between a Pap test and 
an HPV test? 
While	Pap	tests	look	for	abnormal	cell	changes,	
HPV	tests	detect	the	types	of	HPV	that	can	
cause	cervical	cancer.	A	Pap/HPV	co-test	is	
recommended	for	women	30	and	over.	One	HPV	
test	has	been	approved	for	use	as	primary	cervical	
cancer	screening	for	women	age	25	and	older,	
followed	by	a	Pap	test	for	women	with	certain	
results.

Take charge
It	is	important	to	have	Pap	tests	regularly.	If	your	
test	results	are	abnormal,	there	are	treatment	
options	available	when	needed.	Talk	to	your	
healthcare	provider	about	options	to	help	you	
decide	what	to	do	next.	

•	 Don’t schedule your Pap test during or 
for a few days after your period. This 
may result in a Pap that does not show 
the cells clearly and may be read as 
“abnormal.” 

•	 Don’t use vaginal creams, foams, gels, 
douches or tampons 48 hours (two days) 
before your Pap test. These products 
could cause an abnormal result. 

•	 Don’t have sex 48 hours (two days) 
before your Pap test. sex can irritate 
the skin of the cervix or cause discharge 
(fluids) that can lead to an abnormal 
result.

TIPs for PrePArIng for 
Your PAP TesT:
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