
Can HPV cause cervical cancer?
HPV cancause cervical cancer, but this is very rare. Although
HPV infection is common, cervical cancer develops in only a
very small proportion of cases.

What is Human Papilloma Virus (HPV) and
why does it mat ter?
Human Papillomavirus (HPV) is a very common infection
passed on through sexual contact or close genital skin-to-
skin contact. Around 75–80% of women and men will be
exposed to HPV at some point in their lives.

How does the HPV vaccine work?
The HPV vaccine “teaches” your body to recognise HPV
without actually causing an infection. It stimulates your
immune system to produce antibodies, which are the body’s
natural defenders against viruses.

When should I get the HPV vaccine?
The HPV vaccine is most effective when given before
someone becomes sexually active, hence the national NHS
programme for school age children. However, you can still
benefit from the HPV vaccine even if you are already
sexually active, have had previous partners, or did not
receive the vaccine at school. This is because you may not
have been exposed to all the HPV types covered by the
vaccine, and the vaccine can still protect against future
infections.

What does the Gardasil 9® HPV vaccine protect me
from?
Gardasil 9® protects against the 9 most common high-risk
types of HPV that cause cervical cancer, including HPV 16 and
18, as well as additional types responsible for a large
proportion of HPV-related cancers, including mouth, vulval
and anal cancers. It also protects against HPV types that
cause genital warts.Most people with HPV have no symptoms and may never

know they have had the infection. In the majority of cases,
the body’s immune system clears HPV naturally, usually
within one to two years. Using condoms during sex is
another way to reduce (but not eliminate!) your risk of
catching HPV. 

In a small number of women, HPV can persist. When this
happens, it may cause abnormal cell changes on the
cervix, which are usually detected through routine cervical
screening (smear tests).

There are about 100 different types of HPV, and only 14
types are considered high-risk for cervical cancer. The most
common high-risk types are HPV 16, 18, 31, 33 and 45.

It usually takes 10-15 years for cervical cancer to develop
after an HPV infection. This long timeframe means that
regular smear tests can detect abnormal cell changes early,
before they become serious. Women who attend cervical
screening as recommended have a very low risk of
developing cervical cancer. 

Current studies have shown strong immunity post-vaccine
for at least 10 years, with no sign of protection decreasing
over time. At present, booster doses are not routinely
rec• ommended.

Because your immune system remembers these antibodies,
it can respond quickly and effectively if you are exposed to
HPV in the future. This helps your body clear the virus more
easily and reduces the risk of HPV-related cervical changes
or cancer.

If you have already been exposed to one or more HPV types,
the vaccine will not treat an existing infection and may be
less effective, but it can still offer protection against other
HPV types you have not yet encountered.
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What is the HPV vaccination schedule?

What symptoms need urgent medical
attention?
Severe allergic reactions are very rare. Symptoms such
as difficulty breathing, swelling of the face or throat, a
widespread rash, or feeling faint or dizzy soon after the
vaccine require immediate medical attention - please
call 999 or attend A&E, or if less urgent, you can call 111
or attend an Urgent Care Centre.

What side effects might I experience after the
HPV vaccine?
Most side effects are mild and short-lived. These can
include a sore or achy arm, slight redness at the injection
site, headache or feeling a bit tired. These usually settle
within a day or two. 

What can I expect at my vaccine appointment? 
The vaccine is given as an injection into the upper arm. If
it is your first time receiving the vaccine, you may be
asked to wait for about 15 minutes afterwards so your
team can make sure you feel well before leaving.

What happens if I miss or delay a dose of the HPV
va ccine?
If doses are missed or delayed, the course does not usually
need to be restarted, but the exact level and duration of
protection is less certain if the recommended schedule is
not followed. For this reason, completing the course as
advised is strongly recommended.

Th e number of HPV vaccine doses you need depends on
your age and immune status at the time of vaccination.

Children, adolescents and adults under 25 years of age:
You usually need 1 dose of HPV vaccine.

Adults aged 25 years and over:
You usually need 2 doses of HPV vaccine.

Schedule:
1st dose: at your chosen start date
2nd dose: 6–24 months after the first dose

Any interval between 6 and 24 months is clinically
acceptable.If the course is interrupted, it should be
resumed but not restarted, even if more th
have passed since the first dose.

 an 24 months

People who are immunocompromised or HIV-positive
(any age):

You usually need 3 doses of HPV vaccine.

Schedule:
1st dose: at your chosen start date
2nd dose: at least 1 month after the first dose
3rd dose: at least 3 months after the second dose

All three doses should ideally be given within 12 months. If
the course is interrupted, it should be resumed but not
repeated, allowing the correct intervals between remaining
doses.

Important information:

Gardasil®9 is the main HPV vaccine currently supplied
in the UK
It is important to complete the full course to get the
best and longest-lasting protection.
Previous HPV vaccines are interchangeable; mixed
schedules can be used if required.

To help manage mild symptoms, you can have the
vaccine in your non-dominant arm and keep the arm
moving, avoid heavy exercise with that arm for 24 hours,
apply a cool compress if needed, and take simple pain
relief such as paracetamol or ibuprofen (if suitable for
you).

https://www.london-gynaecology.com/


london-gynaecology.com

If I’ ve had the HPV vaccine, do I still need
cervical screening (smear tests)?

Should I delay vaccination if I am planning
a pregnancy?

Can I have the HPV vaccine if I am pregnant
or breastfeeding?
The HPV vaccine is not recommended during pregnancy. If
you find out you are pregnant after starting the course, any
remaining doses should be delayed until after the
pregnancy. There is no evidence of harm if the vaccine was
given before you knew you were pregnant.

Where can I find more information about HPV
vaccination and cervical screening?

If you are planning a pregnancy, it is ideal to complete the
HPV vaccination course beforehand if possible. However,
there is no need to delay becoming pregnant because of
the vaccine.
If pregnancy occurs before the course is completed, the
remaining doses can be given after the pregnancy.

The HPV vaccine can be safely given while breastfeeding.

Absolutely. It’s important to remember that although
Gardasil 9® significantly reduces the risk of developing
HPV-related cervical cell changes and cancers, it does not
protect against all HPV types, which is why regular cervical
screening (smear tests) remains important, even after
completing the vaccine course.

Our website - Human Papilloma Virus (HPV or Wart
Virus)
Our website - Cervical Cancer - London Gynaecology
NHS info page - HPV vaccine - NHS
Gov.uk info page - Information on the HPV
vaccination from September 2023 - GOV.UK
Cancer Research UK - The HPV vaccine | Cancer
Research UK
Greentop Guidelines - Green Book Chapter 18a
Human papillomavirus (HPV) 
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