
The early changes preceding cervical cancer can be 
detected in a cervical smear. Treatment of the cervix 
under high magnification (colposcopy) is often successful 
in preventing the development of cervical cancer.

How can HPV infection be prevented?
While condoms appear to offer some reduction in the 
risk of getting genital warts and cancer of the cervix, 
even correct and consistent condom use does not offer 
good protection against HPV transmission, especially 
from females to males. This means that if you engage 
in sexual activity outside the context of a faithful, 
lifelong relationship, you are highly likely to become 
infected, even if you use condoms.

It is because condoms are so ineffective in providing 
adequate protection against HPV that a vaccine against 
the most common HPV types which cause genital warts 
and cancer has been introduced.

The surest way of preventing the spread of HPV is  
to abstain from sex or to have one committed, faithful, 
uninfected life-long sexual partner.
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What are Human Papillomaviruses? 
Human papillomavirus (HPV) infection is the most 
common sexually transmitted viral infection (STI) in 
the UK. Over 100 types of HPV have been identified, of 
which more than 30 can infect the genital area. 

Why is HPV important?
Though most HPV infections are spontaneously cleared 
by the immune system and therefore go undetected, 
some types of HPV give rise to genital warts and others 
cause changes in the cervix which can progress to 
cervical cancer. Seventy per cent of cervical cancer is 
caused by just two types of HPV (types 16 and 18). 
HPV also leads to other genital cancers including  
vulval and anal cancers. 

How common is HPV?
Changing patterns of sexual behaviour have led to over 
a third of sexually active people becoming infected with 
HPV within two years of first sexual intercourse. This 
figure rises to over a half within four years. Unless there 
is a reversal of current trends in sexual behaviour, around 
70-80 per cent of sexually active people will be infected 
with HPV at some time in their lives.

Each year, well over 80,000 people with genital warts  
attend STI clinics in the UK. The highest rates of new 
cases are in 20-24 year old men and 16-19 year old 
women. Women aged under 20 account for 30 per cent 
of diagnoses. This compares with around 10 per cent  
in men.  

How is it transmitted?
Unlike HIV and many other STIs, HPV is spread by  
direct skin-to-skin contact as well as by contact with 
body fluids infected with the virus. This means that the 
effectiveness of condoms in preventing transmission is 
limited. Almost all cases of HPV are spread by sexual 
activity with an infected partner. 

Particular high risk factors include:
  Starting sex at an early age – especially under  
16 when the cervix is more prone to infection;

 Having more than one sexual partner;
  Having any sexual partner who has engaged in high-risk 
sexual behaviour or had multiple partners previously;

  Smoking, which increases the risk of an HPV infection 
leading to the eventual development of cancer.

How do you know if you are infected?
The majority of those infected do not know they  
are carrying the virus as only a small percentage  
of infections result in warts or changes in cells of  
the cervix which could progress to cancer. This means 
that signs of infection may only show up in a cervical 
smear test. 

What happens if HPV is not treated?
Seventy per cent of HPV infections will clear  
spontaneously within one year and over 90 per cent 
clear within two years. However, high risk types of  
the virus can persist in the cervix and over a number 
of years can progress to cervical cancer.  

How is HPV treated?
Warts can be treated with a variety of caustic  
medications to burn the warts off or by freezing  
them with liquid nitrogen (cryotherapy). In severe 
cases surgical removal may be required. Warts arising 
from HPV can recur even after successful treatment.
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