
I AM SURPRISED TO HAVE A VIRUS THAT IS SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED. HOW SHOULD I RESPOND?
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Just remember that almost everyone gets HPV at some point in their lives. HPV is not likely to change your life. 

If you have an abnormal HPV test, all you need to do is attend a medical follow-up where further procedures may be recommended. 

Although cervical cancer is the most serious problem associated with HPV, only rarely does the presence of HPV lead to cervical cancer. It can almost always be prevented through regular screening. Regular medical follow-ups allow for the detection and, if necessary, the treatment of abnormal cells that can become cancerous. 
KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER:

· Cervical cancer is preventable. 

· Early detection of abnormal cell changes allow for early treatment.

· Almost all women will have an HPV infection at some point, but very few will develop cervical cancer. 

· In the majority of cases, the immune system naturally suppresses or eliminates HPV. It is only when the HPV infection is not eliminated and stays in the cervix for many years that HPV can lead to cervical cancer. 
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Pap and HPV Testing in Cervical Cancer Screening

WHAT WOMEN SHOULD KNOW
Each year, 1350 Canadian women are diagnosed with cervical cancer. In most cases, cervical cancer can be prevented through early detection and treatment of abnormal cell changes that occur in the cervix years before cervical cancer develops.
In recent years, the cause of cervical cancer has been identified. We now know that cervical cancer is caused by certain oncogenic (cancer-causing) types of Human Papillomaviruses (HPVs). 

WHAT ARE HPVs?

HPVs are a family of viruses that are very common. In fact, most men and women are infected with HPVs at some point in their lives.
There are more than 100 types of HPVs. The types of HPV found in the genital areas are usually sexually transmitted through genital contact.  Some of these types may cause genital warts (condyloma). These genital warts are not cancerous.  Other HPVs, the cancer-causing types, can cause abnormal changes in cervical cells. These cell changes can become cancerous and lead to cervical cancer if they are undetected and left untreated for many years. There are 13 types of HPVs that can cause cancer.
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HOW COMMON IS HPV?
HPV is the most common sexually transmitted virus. The likelihood of getting an HPV infection at some 

point in a person’s life has been estimated to be 75% or more.
This means that anyone who has ever had sexual relations has a high chance of being exposed to this virus.
 In almost all cases, the immune system will keep the virus (including the cancer-causing HPV types) under control or get rid of it completely. 
Among all women infected with HPV, only a very small number of women will be unable to effectively control the infection and it will persist.  In this situation, it can lead to the development of precancerous cell changes that may require treatment to prevent the progression of precancerous cells to cervical cancer.

However, only rarely does the presence of HPV lead to cervical cancer.
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 IF THE RESULT OF MY HPV TEST IS ABNORMAL, WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR MY PARTNER?

Most sexually active couples share the HPV until the immune response eliminates the infection. In most cases, both partners clear the HPV infection without having any related health problems.  

Understanding the physical, social and psychological impact of HPV will help put the virus in perspective when discussing your results with your partner.

IF I HAVE HPV OR CELL ABNORMALITIES, WHAT CAN I DO?

Be sure to keep your follow-up doctor appointments.

Do not smoke. Smoking can increase the likelihood that cell abnormalities might develop and progress to more severe changes.

WILL HPV AFFECT A PREGNANCY OR BABY?

Most HPV infections are not transmitted from the mother to her baby.  Most treatments for abnormal cervical cells done BEFORE a pregnancy will not affect fertility.  If precancerous cell changes are detected during pregnancy, they may be safely observed and treatment deferred until after the delivery. 

 WHAT IF MY RESULTS ARE …
WHAT IF THE HPV TEST AND PAP TEST ARE BOTH NORMAL?

If both the HPV test and Pap test are normal you have very little risk of any major changes occurring in your cervix over the next three years.

You should discuss the optimal time for follow-up testing with your physician. Time for follow-up testing will vary according to professional recommendations and the physician’s assessment of your personal clinical history.

WHAT IF MY PAP AND HPV TEST RESULTS ARE DIFFERENT FROM ONE ANOTHER?

When Pap and HPV test results are different from one another, physicians commonly ask women to return for follow-up testing in order to clarify the test results. 

IF THE RESULT OF MY HPV TEST IS ABNORMAL, WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR ME?
Most HPV infections go away without treatment because the immune system finds the virus and eliminates it from the body completely. Chances of developing cervical cancer increase only when the virus is not eliminated by the immune system and stays in the body for many years. 

If an HPV test is repeated and the result is still abnormal, it does not mean that you have cervical cancer; however, it does mean that a more rigorous evaluation will likely be recommended. 

 WHAT IS THE PAP TEST?
The traditional and most commonly used test for early detection of abnormal cervical cells has been the Pap test.
 The test involves taking a small sample of cells from the cervix during a pelvic exam. The sample is then examined in a laboratory to detect abnormal cells that can eventually develop into cervical cancer. 

WHAT IS THE HPV TEST?

The HPV test, now available in clinics, can detect any of the thirteen types of HPV that are most commonly linked with cervical cancer.  The HPV test can be done at the same time as the Pap test. A small soft brush is used to collect cells from the cervix.  The sample is then sent to the laboratory and tested for the presence of cancer-causing HPV types. 

The HPV test can complement the Pap test.  The HPV test is often recommended when Pap test results are unclear.  The HPV test can also be used in addition to the Pap test for women over 30 years old. 
If the infection persists for many years, it can lead to the development of precancerous cells that may eventually result in cancerous cells. 

 HOW DID I GET HPV?

HPV is usually transmitted through intimate sexual contact.  Transmission occurs through direct skin-to-skin contact with someone who is infected. Most men and women are not aware that they have the virus since HPV does not cause visible symptoms. 

Condoms do not offer complete protection from HPV because they do not completely cover the genital skin area.  Increasing numbers of sexual partners increases the risk of getting HPV. However, the virus is so common that having only a single lifetime partner does not ensure protection. 

It is almost impossible to determine when and from whom HPV was transmitted. HPV may be detected fairly soon after exposure.  However, it may also stay hidden for many years before being detected because it does not cause any symptoms. 
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For all these reasons, it is not fair, nor helpful, to assume that your current partner is responsible for the fact that HPV was detected in your cervix. 
CAN HPV INFECTIONS BE PREVENTED OR TREATED?

Lifetime mutual monogamy or lifetime abstinence are the only possibilities for prevention. But remember, most sexually active people will get HPV at least once in their lifetime.

Currently, there is no treatment available that can eliminate the virus from the body. However, it is possible to treat the problems and consequences caused by HPV such as precancerous cell changes and genital warts (condyloma).

Even if there are no treatments for the virus, remember that in almost all cases, the immune system will naturally eliminate the virus from the body.

Health professionals are able to discuss possible treatment options that are available to you. Usually, minor abnormalities of cervical cells are not treated since they are often naturally eliminated by the body.

The most commonly used treatment for severe precancerous cell changes involves the removal of abnormal cells during a simple outpatient procedure. 

This pamphlet is a modified version of the educational materials found at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.asccp.org/pdfs/patient_edu/women_should_know.pdf" ��http://www.asccp.org/pdfs/patient_edu/women_should_know.pdf�





For more information, please visit the following websites:


National Cancer Institute: � HYPERLINK "http://www.cancer.gov/cancertopics/types/cervical" ��www.cancer.gov/cancertopics/types/cervical�


The European Consortium for Cervical Cancer Education: � HYPERLINK "http://www.eccce.org/" ��www.eccce.org/�
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