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introduction 

This booklet provides information on the human 
papillomavirus (HPV) vaccine, an effective tool to 
prevent cervical cancer. The information is geared 
to parents of young adolescents to understand the 
benefits of HPV vaccination and how to prevent 
cervical cancer, which is caused by persistent HPV 
infection.

In the Americas, cervical 
cancer causes more than 
34,000 deaths per year.   

Informed parents can help ensure that girls aged 
9-14 years are vaccinated against HPV, which is 
a critical step to end cervical cancer. 
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What is cervical 
cancer?

Cancer is a disease in which cells multiply 
uncontrollably. When cancer develops in 
the cervix, or neck of the uterus, it is called 
cervical cancer. If the cancer continues 
to grow, it can spread to other parts of 
the body, beyond the cervix.  

What is the cause of 
cervical cancer?
 
Persistent infection with high-risk types 
of the human papillomavirus (HPV) is the 
main cause of cervical cancer.  

What is the Human 
Papillomavirus?

Human papillomavirus (HPV) is a common 
virus, transmitted sexually through skin-
to-skin contact. Most people will have an 
HPV infection during their lifetime, even 
though they do not know they have it and 
many may not have any signs or symptoms 
of infection.  Most HPV infections clear 
on their own; however some persist over 
time, and if undetected can develop into 
cervical pre-cancer. 

How similar is 
HPV to HIV?
The two viruses – HPV (human papilloma 
virus) and HIV (human immunodeficiency 
virus) – are very different. Infection from 
HPV is much more common than infection 
with HIV. Almost everyone who is sexually 
active becomes infected with HPV at 
some point in his or her life. HPV lives 
on the skin and is transmitted when skin 
touches skin. Meanwhile, HIV lives in 
body fluids like semen and blood, and is 
transmitted when those body fluids are 
exchanged between people; this is the 
reason that condoms are very effective at 
preventing HIV when sexual intercourse 
takes place. However, condoms are not 
as good at preventing HPV infections 
because this virus can live on the skin. 
The best way to prevent HPV infection 
is by HPV vaccination, recommended in 
girls aged 9-14 years. There is currently 
no vaccine available to prevent HIV.

Can all HPV types cause 
cervical cancer? 

There are over 100 types of HPV. There 
are low-risk HPV types, many of that 
cause genital warts. These are not 
related to cancer. There are high-risk 
HPV types which can cause cervical 
cancer and other HPV-related cancers. 
Persistent infection with high-risk HPV 
can cause precancerous cervical lesions. 
If the lesions are not detected and not 
treated, they can slowly develop into 
cervical cancer.  
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What are genital warts?

Genital warts are infections of the skin 
caused by low-risk types of HPV. Genital 
warts will not develop into cervical cancer, 
but they may require treatment if they 
do not go away on their own.

Can men also be 
infected by HPV? 

Yes, men can have an HPV infection, 
just like women. HPV-related cancers 
in men, include anal, penile and oral 
cancers, but these are less common 
than cervical cancer. 

Can HPV infection 
be prevented?

Yes, HPV vaccines prevent infection from 
HPV. They are safe and effectiveand prevent 
infection from the high risk HPV types 
contained in the vaccine, which are the 
cause of the majority of cervical cancer 
cases.

Who should receive the 
HPV vaccine?

PAHO/WHO recommends that girls aged 
9-14 years should receive the HPV vaccine. 
However, country vaccination guidelines 
may vary.

Does the HPV vaccine 
protect against 
sexually transmitted 
infections?

No. Regardless of having been vaccinated 
against HPV, women should use the 
recommended measures to prevent 
sexually transmitted infections.

What is the 
recommended schedule 
for the HPV vaccine?

PAHO/WHO recommends two doses of 
HPV vaccines in girls aged 9-14 years of 
age, with the second dose 6 months after 
the first. Country guidelines may vary. 
There is no maximum interval between 
the two doses; however, a range of no 
greater than 12-15 months is suggested.
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How long will the HPV 
vaccine protect against 
infection?

The protection conferred by the HPV 
vaccine is long-lasting. 

Can HPV vaccines get rid 
of HPV infections?

No.  An HPV vaccine cannot get rid of 
HPV infections that may be present when 
the vaccine is administered, nor can it get 
rid of a precancerous lesion or cancer.

If my daughter received 
the HPV vaccine, does 
that mean she does not 
need to be screened 
for cervical cancer 
when she is an adult?

It is very important for all women be-
tween 30-49 years of age to be screened 
for cervical cancer,  even if vaccinated 
against HPV. 

Are the HPV vaccines 
safe and effective?

Yes. As with all vaccines, the safety and 
effectiveness of HPV vaccines is monitored 
very carefully. Studies have demonstra-
ted the safety and effectiveness of HPV 
vaccines. In addition, millions of people 
around the world have received the HPV 
vaccine, without serious adverse events.

What are the common 
adverse reactions to 
the HPV vaccine?

The common adverse reactions to the 
HPV vaccine are pain and redness at 
the injection site, fever, headache and 
nausea. They are usually mild reactions 
that resolve quickly and on their own.

Is it true that 
many girls faint 
after getting the 
HPV vaccine? 
Adolescents are particularly prone to 
fainting after any medical procedure, 
including receiving vaccines, because 
they are often very nervous about the 
procedure. To prevent falls and injuries 
due to fainting, girls receiving the vaccine 
needs to be seated before, during and 
for 15 minutes after the vaccine is given.
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Why is the HPV vaccine 
recommended for girls 
aged 9-14 years?

For the HPV vaccine to be effective, it 
must be administered before their first 
sexual contact.      

Will HPV vaccination 
affect fertility? Will 
it be more difficult 
for vaccinated girls 
to become pregnant 
or to carry a 
pregnancy to term?

Studies of vaccinated girls have found no 
evidence that vaccination against HPV 
affects a girl’s future fertility nor that it 
causes any problems in future pregnancies. 

Are all recommended 
doses needed for 
my child to be fully 
protected from HPV? 
Isn’t one dose enough?

The HPV vaccine requires more than 
one dose to be effective. Without all the 
recommended doses, the HPV vaccine 
might not be completely effective in 
preventing cervical cancer. It is impor-
tant that girls receive all recommended 
doses and observe the minimum and 
maximum intervals between the doses 
to be fully protected.

Are there girls 
who should not 
be vaccinated? 

Girls who have an acute illness of moderate 
or severe intensity should wait until they 
are well to get vaccinated. Girls who have 
been previously vaccinated against HPV 
and have had a severe allergy require a 
medical evaluation before being vaccinated. 
Pregnant women should not be vaccinated.
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If my child has a cold, 
can she get vaccinated?

If at the time of vaccination, the child 
has a cold, she can receive the HPV 
vaccine, since the common cold is not 
a contraindication for vaccination.

If my child misses 
school on the day 
of HPV vaccination, 
what should I do?

Ask your child’s teacher about other 
other options on how your child can 
receive the HPV vaccine. 





Get more information at:

www.paho.org/end-cervical-cancer
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