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Reducing the risk of cervical cancer
Routine cervical cancer screening is one of the necessary steps to reducing your risk. 
You may also lower your risk of an HPV infection and protect against other sexually 
transmitted infections (STIs) by using a condom during intercourse. But, since HPV lives 
in the skin of the genitals, it may be transmitted before a condom is put on or through 
the use of sex toys and touching or rubbing. A person may also lower their risk by not 
smoking and limiting their number of sexual partners.

For adolescents, teens, and young adults between the ages of 9 and 26, the CDC 
recommends the HPV vaccination.5 The vaccine is approved for adults up to age 45.5 
Even if you have been vaccinated, routine screening is still recommended since the 
vaccine does not protect against all high-risk HPV types.

Talk to your healthcare provider about HPV  
and cervical cancer for more information.
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The human papillomavirus
The human papillomavirus (HPV) is a very common virus transmitted through skin-to-
skin or sexual contact regardless of your or your partner’s birth-assigned sex or gender 
identity. There are over 200 HPV types (genotypes). However, only certain types are 
known to cause genital warts and cancers. HPV16 and HPV18 are the highest-risk types 
known to cause 70% of all cervical cancers.1

Screening for cervical cancer
Healthcare providers use two screening tests: the Pap and HPV tests. The two screening 
options can be done together or independently, depending on a person’s age or medical 
history and the doctor’s recommendation. The frequency or how often you get screened 
depends on each individual and screening history.

Cervical cancer
Cervical cancer starts in the cervix, the lower 
part of the uterus. The cervix connects the 
vagina to the uterus. A persistent HPV infection 
is known to be the primary cause of cervical 
cancer and detected in more than 99% of 
cases of cervical cancer.2 Treatment can be 
highly successful when found early or in the 
pre-cancer stage. 

Pap test
A Pap test looks for abnormal cells on 
the cervix that can indicate early signs of 
cancer.

HPV test
An HPV test detects high-risk human 
papillomavirus or HPV

The difference between the two screening tests is the Pap test looks for changes in 
cells before they develop into cancer. The HPV test looks for high-risk HPV before any 
cell changes occur. So, the HPV test can better predict your risk for cervical disease.

Screening recommendation by age

AGE
21–29

AGE
30-65

Any one of the following:
• Pap test
• HPV primary screening 

(the use of an HPV test 
first, followed by other 
tests if needed)

• Co-testing (HPV and Pap 
tests)

Pap Test

Understanding screening results
Testing positive for HPV is not a reflection of sexual behavior or lifestyle, and it can 
happen in a monogamous relationship, as the virus can go undetected for years. Most 
HPV infections have no signs or symptoms and are cleared by the body’s natural immune 
system.3 A positive result does not mean you have or will develop cervical cancer, but it 
does mean you could be at increased risk.

There are five potential combinations of cervical screening results:4

Pap test (cervical cytology) results: 

Normal Pap
No cell changes were found 
on the cervix. There is a 
low chance of developing 
cervical pre-cancer or cancer; 
you should have your next 
screening test in 3 years.

Pap Unclear 
(also known as ASC-US, 
atypical squamous cells of 
undetermined significance) 
Some cells on the cervix 
do not look normal, but 
the changes do not clearly 
suggest a precancerous 
lesion. Your doctor may 
recommend an HPV test to 
find out if the cell changes are 
related to HPV.

Pap Abnormal
Cell changes were found on 
the cervix. The changes may 
be minor (low-grade)  
or moderate to severe  
(high-grade). This does not 
mean you have cervical 
cancer. Most of the time, 
minor changes go away on 
their own. However, more 
severe changes may result in 
cervical cancer if not treated. 
Your doctor may suggest an 
HPV test or colposcopy to 
help determine the next steps.
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HPV test results: 

HPV Negative
There is no HPV infection, and the risk is low 
for developing cervical pre-cancer or cancer 
in the next 5 years.

HPV Positive 
There is a high-risk HPV infection and 
increased risk of cervical pre-cancer or 
cancer. Your doctor may suggest waiting 
a year before retesting to allow the body 
more time to clear the infection, request 
additional testing to see if the HPV infection is 
changing, or recommend a colposcopy to help 
determine the next steps. It is important that 
you return for your follow-up visit.
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