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What is Human Papillomavirus?

Human Papillomavirus (HPV) is a virus that can be sexually transmitted.
It causes the growth of warts on different parts of the body, such as
hands, feet and genital area. Please refer to the “Warts” handout for
more information.

Genital HPV is very common. More than half of sexually active people

are or have been infected with one or more types of HPV at some point

in their lives. There are many different strains of HPV. Generally, they are

categorized into two groups:

e Low-risk HPV: such as types 6 and 11. These types are the cause of 90%
of genital warts, but they are not associated with cancer.

» High-risk HPV: such as types 16 and 18. These types may lead to changes
in the cervical cells which, if left untreated, may lead to cervical cancer
or other genital tumors.

What is cervical cancer?

Cancer of the cervix (cervical cancer) occurs when abnormal cells on the
cervix (lower part of the uterus) grow out of control. Although cervical
cancer is a serious disease, it is preventable. Cervical cancer can be
successfully treated if diagnosed early. Screening tests such as Pap smears
can detect changes in cervical cells before cancer develops. Cervical
cancer is almost always preventable if pre-cancerous changes are
detected and treated early (success rates are around 90% to 100%).



How can someone get
genital HPV?

» Genital HPV spreads through direct sexual contact with someone
infected with HPV.

Usually, your body's immune system fights off the infection, and the HPV
goes away on its own.

» You can develop symptoms years after being infected with HPV, or you
might not have any symptomes.

Usually, if an infected individual has multiple sexual partners, it is not
easy to identify the partner who transmitted the HPV infection.

If you or your partner know that you are carrying an HPV
infection, it is very important to have an open discussion

about the issue to become informed and be able to make safe
decisions about your health.

How can | prevent HPV
infection and cervical cancer?

¢ Avoiding sexual contact: By avoiding sexual intercourse and skin-to-skin
contact in the genital area, you can decrease the chance of getting HPV.
« Using condoms: Condoms don't fully protect against HPV infection;
however, they can decrease the chance of HPV transmission. The same
applies to other sexually transmitted infections.
Having regular checkups and screenings: You should have a regular
pelvic exam and Pap smear to detect any abnormal changes in the
cervix as early as possible.
Receiving an HPV vaccine: HPV vaccines are safe and can protect
females from genital warts and cervical cancer. Check with your doctor
for more information.



What is a Pap smear?

Pap smear is a test of a sample of cells taken from a woman'’s cervix. It
detects any possible infection, precancerous cells, or cervical cancer.
You should regularly visit a gynecologist and do an annual pelvic exam
and a periodic Pap smear. These tests take around five to ten minutes.
During the pelvic exam, the doctor assesses your genital area visually
and then inserts a plastic or metal instrument, called a speculum, to
view your vagina and cervix. The pelvic exam is not painful; but you
might feel mild pressure or be uncomfortable.

To perform a Pap smear, your doctor uses a cotton applicator or a brush
to take a sample of the cervical cells before removing the speculum. The
results of the Pap smear usually come out within two weeks. You might
have mild spotting after the Pap smear but this is minimal and transient.
Your doctor will determine the frequency of your Pap smear. Despite
newer recommendations that it can be done every three years for
women ages 21-65, generally you should start at the age of 21 and
repeat your test on a yearly basis. If you are above 65 or you had a total
hysterectomy (removal of uterus), discuss with your doctor if you still
need to do Pap smears.

Avoid the following two days before your Pap smear.
» Sexual intercourse

» Vaginal douching

» Using tampons

» Using vaginal medicines, creams, suppositories, etc.

Make sure you don't have your period (menstruating) when
you do the Pap smear.




Do | need to do an HPV test?

» Your doctor will determine the need for an HPV test. The same sample
used in the Pap smear can be used for the HPV test. Sometimes, a
separate sample is taken right after the Pap smear.

» The HPV test indicates any high-risk HPV.

« It can be performed for women aged 30 years or older. Women in their
twenties should do a Pap smear; in most cases, they don't need to do
an HPV test since the infection is very common amongst this age group,
and it usually goes away on its own.

What is the treatment for
genital HPV infection?

» There is currently no medical treatment for HPV.

» Your doctor might recommend using topical chemicals or doing an
excisional surgery or laser surgery to remove the warts.

« If you have cervical lesions caused by HPV, your doctor might do a
colposcopy (examination of the cervix using an instrument like a
microscope called colpocope) to further assess the cells or endocervical
curettage to take more samples, or take a biopsy of the cervical tissues.
Your doctor will decide on the treatment accordingly.

This educational material provides general information only.
It does not constitute medical advice. Consult your health care provider to
determine whether the information applies to you.
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