
Human papillomavirus (HPV) 
is the most common cause of 
cervical cancer. Cervical cancer  
is in the cervix, the opening to the 
uterus at the top of the vagina. 
All women are at risk for getting 
cervical cancer. But there are steps 
you can take to help protect yourself. 
Get regular Pap tests beginning at 
age 21, practice safer sex, and ask 
your doctor about the HPV vaccine.

HPV and Cervical Cancer

What is HPV?
Human papillomavirus (HPV) is a virus that can be passed during sexual 
activity. HPV is the virus that causes genital warts, and certain types of 
HPV can also cause cervical cancer. HPV is common—at least half of 
people who are sexually active will get HPV infections some time in their 
lives. Most types of HPV are harmless. Your body will fight these viruses so 
they go away on their own.  But some types of HPV infection don’t go away, 
and they can turn the normal cells in your cervix into cancer cells.
There is no cure for HPV. You can help reduce the spread of HPV and  
other sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) by practicing safer sex,  
limiting the number of sexual partners you have, and using condoms.  
Not every woman who has HPV will get cervical cancer. However,  
having HPV increases your chances of developing cervical cancer.

Screening for Cervical Cancer
A Pap test is the best way to find HPV and cervical cancer. Women ages  
21 to 29 need a Pap test every three years. Women ages 30 to 65 need a 
Pap test with an HPV test every five years, or a Pap test every three years. 
If you’re over age 65, you may not need Pap tests—talk to your doctor to 
find out what’s best for you.
Your doctor will give you a Pap test as part of a pelvic exam. She will use 
a swab or small brush to collect a sample of cells from your cervix. This 
sample is sent to the lab to be tested. Your doctor will let you know the 
results in a few days.
If the results of your Pap test are abnormal, your doctor will ask you to 
come back for more tests. An abnormal Pap test doesn’t always mean  
you have cancer.  Abnormal test results mean you have abnormal cells  
on your cervix—your doctor may call these precancerous cells. Your  
doctor will talk to you about early treatment options to help make sure 
these abnormal cells don’t become cancer.

Symptoms of Cervical Cancer
The early stages of cervical cancer usually don’t cause symptoms.  
This is why regular Pap tests are important. They can find abnormal  
cells before they turn into cancer.
You may have symptoms during the later stages of cervical  
cancer including: 

• bleeding after intercourse, between periods or after menopause

• pelvic pain or pain during intercourse

• watery or bloody discharge from your vagina that smells bad
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Preventing Cervical Cancer
You can lower your risk of getting cervical cancer by:

•  Preventing HPV infection—Practice safer sex, use a condom every time 
you have sex, and limit the number of sexual partners you have to help 
reduce your risk of getting HPV. Also, talk to your doctor about getting  
the HPV vaccine.

•  Quitting smoking—Smoking doubles your risk of getting cervical cancer. 
Visit www.smokefree.gov for help quitting. 

•  Waiting to have sex—Your risk of HPV increases if you have sex before 
you’re 18. Before this age, the cells in your cervix can’t fight off the HPV 
virus as well. 

Remember:

 • HPV is the leading cause of cervical cancer.
 •  Practice safer sex and use condoms to help protect you 

from HPV and other STDs.
 • Schedule regular pelvic exams and get Pap smears.
 •  Talk to your doctor about your cervical cancer risk and the  

HPV vaccine.

The HPV Vaccine
There is a vaccine that can help protect against HPV. The Centers for  
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommends that girls get this  
3-dose vaccine between ages 11 and 12, and even as young as 9—before  
they are sexually active. The vaccine is also recommended for girls and  
women ages 13 to 26—even after they may be sexually active. Boys and  
men ages 9 to 26 should also get the vaccine.
If you get the HPV vaccine, you still need to get regular Pap tests to check  
for cervical cancer. And if you’re over 26 and can’t get the vaccine, practice 
safer sex and get regular Pap tests.

This Healthy Advice® handout may be reproduced for patient use and is  
provided courtesy of your doctor:

    To learn more, visit
   HealthyAdvice.com/

UnderstandingHPV 
   You can also visit these 

websites:
 •  Centers for Disease  

Control and Prevention 
www.cdc.gov

 •  National Cancer Institute 
www.cancer.gov
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