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Talk with your 
doctor if you have 

any concerns about 
your health.

Cervical Cancer
AND THE ROLE OF HPV

As in all cancers, a mutation or genetic change occurs 
to healthy cells, turning them into abnormal cells. With 
cervical cancer, this happens in the cervix - the lower 
part of the uterus that connects to the vagina. Cancer 
cells grow at a rapid rate and do not die off like healthy 
cells, thus spreading the cancer throughout and invading 
other tissues (metastasizing). Additionally, the build-up 
of abnormal cells form a cancerous tumor.

WHAT CAUSES CERVICAL CANCER?

Researchers are not entirely sure of the exact cause 
of cervical cancer; they do know that Human 
papillomavirus (HPV) is a big contributor. Environment 
and lifestyle choices likely play a role as well because 
while HPV is very common, it does not always cause 
cervical cancer. 

UNDERSTANDING HPV

Human papillomavirus (HPV) is the most commonly 
sexually transmitted infection (STI) in the United States. 
According to the CDC, HPV is so common that almost 
everyone who is sexually active will get HPV at some 
point in their life.

Oftentimes, HPV will go away on its own with no 
complications or health problems. Other times, it can 
cause genital warts or types of cancer - cervical (as we 
are discussing today), as well as cancer of the vagina, 
vulva, penis, anus, or back of the throat. Warts or cancer 
can appear years after you were initially infected with 
HPV. Luckily, there is a vaccine for this! All boys and 
girls, ages 11-12, should get a series of two vaccinations 
to prevent cancers caused by HPV.

 » Risk factors for cervical cancer

 » Early sexual activity

 » Multiple sexual partners (or having a partner with 
multiple partners)

 » Having other STIs (sexually transmitted infections)

 » Having a weakened immune system 

 » Smoking

 » Long-term use of birth control pills

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF 
CERVICAL CANCER

Early stages of cervical cancer do not typically have any 
signs. As the cancer progresses, you may see:

 » Pelvic pain or pain during intercourse

 » Watery, bloody vaginal discharge with a foul odor
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 » Vaginal bleeding outside of your menstrual period 
(after sex, in between periods, after menopause)

 » Back pain

 » Fatigue

 » Weight loss

 » Swelling of one or both legs

 » Difficulty urinating

PREVENTION

 » Get the HPV vaccination

 » Have routine pap smears/tests (get these every three 
years, assuming the results are normal)

 » Practice safe sex

 » Don’t smoke

TREATMENT OPTIONS

Treatment depends on the type and stage of cancer 
you’ve been diagnosed with. 

Options are:

 » Radiation

• Uses high-energy waves to kill cancerous cells. It 
can be aimed at the cervix from the outside of the 
body (external beam radiation) or placed into the 
vagina brachytherapy).

 » Chemotherapy

• Drugs that fight the cancer cells. These can be 
pills but are most commonly given through an IV 
into your vein.

 » Surgery

• Cryotherapy: Freezes the cancer cells; used for 
early stages.

• Laser surgery: Burns cancerous cells; used for 
early stages.

• Conization or a Cone Biopsy: The small, 
cancerous section of the cervix is removed.

• Hysterectomy: The uterus and cervix are 
removed. Ovaries, fallopian tubes, and nearby 
lymph nodes may also be removed if they are 
cancerous.

Alternative methods are available and may include 
herbs, supplements, special diets, acupuncture, or 
massage. The effectiveness of these options has not been 
proven and their safety is unknown; if you’re curious 
about these, discuss them with your doctor so you can 
make an informed decision.

When caught early, cervical cancer is very treatable 
and the survival rate is high. Routine pap smears are 
so important to detect precancerous changes and begin 
treatment before cervical cancer even develops. The 
majority of Americans diagnosed with cervical cancer 
have either never had a pap smear or it has been more 
than 5 years since their last pap smear. Take care of 
yourself and make your health a priority!

THE HPV VACCINE.. .

 » Does not contain harmful ingredients.

 » Does not cause fertility problems.

 » Is for both boys and girls. Two shots given 6-12 
months apart, complete by the age of 13.

 » Is safe and effective.

 » Should ideally be given before becoming 
sexually active.


