
What about HPV vaccines?
Being vaccinated against HPV makes it much less 
likely a woman will develop cervical cancer, or have 
precancerous cervical cell changes. 

Three HPV vaccines are currently on the market and 
all are approved for use with girls and young women. 
Two of the vaccines are also approved for use with 
boys and young men. The U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) recommends routine 
HPV vaccination for males and females ages 11-12, 
with “catch up” vaccination for those ages 13-26.

HPV vaccines don’t protect against all types of HPV, 
though, so women need to continue having Pap 
tests and, as appropriate, HPV tests even after being 
vaccinated for HPV. 

Why did I get HPV?
Almost everyone who is sexually active will have HPV 
at some point, even though most never know it. People 
can be infected in the genital and anal areas.

An HPV diagnosis does not reflect on you, your 
character, lifestyle, or choices. It just means that like 
most others, you have a common virus that usually 
clears from the body without causing any issues. It’s 
not at all unusual for HPV to be diagnosed in long-
term relationships. Having HPV is part of being a 
normal, sexually active person!
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Latex condoms, when used consistently and correctly, are 
effective at reducing the risk of transmission of sexually 
transmitted infections, including HIV. Latex condoms can 
reduce–but not totally eliminate–the risk of herpes transmission 
and HPV transmission.
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What is an HPV test?
Unlike a Pap test, which only detects abnormal 
cell changes, an HPV test can identify “high-risk” 
types of HPV. “High-risk” types of HPV can lead 
to cervical cancer and this test helps healthcare 
providers know which women are at greatest risk.

Which Test Should I Have?
•	For women under 30, recommended screening 

is with a Pap test alone, once every three 
years.

•	Co-testing with a Pap/HPV test every five 
years is preferred in women ages 30 to 65 
(although it’s acceptable to screen women 
in this age range with a Pap test alone every 
three years).

•	Another option recently became available: 
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.

What is HPV?
Human papillomavirus (HPV) is a common 
infection. Around 14 million people are infected 
with HPV each year. Some types of HPV cause 
warts like those found on hands. Other types are 
transmitted sexually and can infect the genital 
area.

Direct skin to skin contact, most commonly 
occurring during vaginal and anal sex, is how 
genital HPV is passed. However, penetration 
does not have to occur; the skin to skin contact is 
enough to pass it.

Most HPV infections are harmless. For most 
people the immune system usually clears HPV 
within a few months.  

Sometimes HPV infections don’t clear naturally 
though. When this happens, women are at risk for 
cervical cancer. With regular screening (Pap and 
HPV tests) cervical cell changes can be found, 
treated (if needed), and cancer prevented.  

What is a Pap test?
A Pap test is a test to find abnormal cell changes 
on the cervix (cervical dysplasia) before they 
have a chance to turn into cancer. During a pelvic 
exam, a small brush or cotton tipped applicator 
will be used to take a sample of cervical cells. 
These cells are examined for abnormal cell 
changes.

When should I have my Pap test? 
Experts recommend that Pap tests begin no earlier 
than age 21. 

Many women are used to having Pap tests once a 
year; however, the new recommendation is once 
every three years for women with normal Pap 
results. 

Talk with your healthcare provider about how 
often you should be tested.

What happens if my Pap test is abnormal? 
If the Pap test is abnormal, you may simply need to repeat it more 
often. Your healthcare provider may also suggest HPV testing to see 
if “high risk” types of the virus are present.  

Women with more extensive cell changes, or who are found to have 
“high risk” HPV, may have another procedure called a colposcopy, 
where a healthcare provider uses a special microscope to closely 
examine the cervix. Sometimes samples (called biopsies) are taken 
of any suspicious areas. 

What if I need treatment? 
Mild cervical cell changes are usually cleared naturally by the 
immune system, so healthcare providers often take a “watch and 
wait” approach rather than treatment. Moderate and severe cervical 
cell changes are usually treated. The choice of treatment depends 
on a number of factors.

Treatment options for major cell changes include cryotherapy (freezing the abnormal area), laser (a powerful light 
beam to remove tissue), LEEP (also known as LOOP and LLETZ, using a thin, electrically charged wire to cut away 
abnormal cells), and cone biopsy (removing a cone-shaped piece of tissue with a surgical knife, laser, or LEEP). 

Don’t worry if these options seem confusing. Talk to your health care provider and they’ll help you sort out which 
option is right for you. Remember the single most important thing is to be screened to begin with!
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