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TRUTHS
ABOUT

SETTING THE RECORD STRAIGHT ABOUT THE HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS

1| HPV is avirus

HPV stands for the human
papillomavirus. Like other

viruses, it can be dormant
in your body for months or
years, and most people who
contract HPV don't even
know they have it. In fact,
most of the time, HPV is
contained by your body’s
immune system and will not
cause any disease. However,
high-risk strains of HPV
can lead to certain types of
cancer or genital lesions in
women and men.

Not all strains of HPV

are dangerous

Of the approximately 120 known strains of

HPYV, only a handful are considered high risk.

“While HPV is very common, just like
respiratory viruses that cause colds, it is not
deadly,” says Dr. Diane Harper, professor of
medicine at the UMKC School of Medicine
who has written extensively on HPV.

“Most HPV infections do not cause any
symptoms or health problems. Only those
HPV infections that will not go away can
cause problems, and then only half of those
that refuse to go away actually progress to a
precancerous lesion.”

Those precancerous lesions, most often
found on the cervix during routine Pap-
smears (and can be completely removed
before they ever cause cancer, says Harper)
are not caused by the same strains of HPV
that can cause spots on women and men.
Those spots, often referred to as “genital
warts,” might be uncomfortable and
unattractive, but according to Harper, they
very rarely get large enough to cause any
serious harm.

BY EMILY FARRIS

HPV can cause

several types
of cancer

Cervical cancer is the most
common cancer associated with
HPYV, but it’s not the only one.
Because HPV is transmitted
through skin cells, it can be
transmitted to various parts of
the body. In addition to cervical
cancer, other cancers associated
with HPV include vulvar, vaginal,
penile, oropharyngeal (the
throat area) and anal, but unlike
cervical cancer, occurrences of
these types of cancer are very
rare in the United States. The
Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention estimates that there
are fewer than 4,000 cases each
of vulvar, vaginal, penile and anal
cancers per year.
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Sexual activity is the

most common way
to transmit HPV

HPV is the most common sexually
transmitted virus in the United
States, according to the CDC. But
you don’t need to have penetrative
vaginal intercourse to get it because
HPV is transmitted through skin-to-
skin contact with an infected person.

“Skin-to-skin contact may mean
that a person’s soft skin under the
fingernails (which is also a common
site for HPV infection) touches
their own or others’ genitals — as in
tampon insertion or bathing a child,”
Harper says. “It is well documented
in HPV studies that about 10 percent
of virgins already have high-risk
HPV infections through no actions
of their own.”

On rare occasions, a woman with
genital HPV can pass it onto her
baby during the delivery process.

You can have more

than one type of HPV

Having one strain of HPV in the
body is not protection against
another. For example, if two people -
each with a different strain of HPV -
engage in sexual activity, it’s possible
each person could end up with both.

A condom is not a

fool-proof way to
prevent HPV

Though HPV is most commonly
spread through sexual

activity, unlike HIV (human
immunodeficiency virus) it is

not spread through bodily fluids.
That means that while a condom
could be helpful in preventing the
transmission of HPV-infected skin
cells during intercourse, HPV can
also be spread through genital-to-
genital contact and hand-to-genital
contact.

'/ | You, or someone

you know, most likely
has HPV

The CDC estimates that around 20
million Americans are currently
infected with HPV - with six million
more contracting it each year —

and that at least 50 percent of the
sexually active population of the
United States will have some strain
of genital HPV at some point in their
lives.

So, unlike with other sexually
transmitted infections, tracing the
spread of the HPV virus is often
pointless because it is so common.

“Trying to place blame is a moot
point because we can never know
who gave it to whom at what time,”
Harper says. “In general, you don’t
have a way of pinpointing who is the
initial transmitter.”

There are two

HPV vaccines

Currently, there are two FDA-
approved HPV vaccines on the
market: Cervarix, which is designed
to prevent infection from HPV types
16 and 18 (which cause most cervical
cancer cases) and Gardasil, which
is designed to prevent 16 and 18,
as well as types 6 and 11 (which are
estimated to cause most HPV-related
genital lesions cases). Both are
intended for preventing the spread
of the virus and do not treat any
forms of HPV already in the body -
which is why both are marketed to
young women and their parents. The
idea is that the vaccine will be given
before people become sexually active.
Cervarix is labeled for girls and
young women 10-25, and Gardasil
is for females and males 9-26.
While the vaccines can be most
effective when given before young
people begin engaging in any sexual
activity, Dr. Jessie Holmes, a local
obstetrician-gynecologist, says it’s
possible the vaccines could benefit
older women, too.




E There is no clinically
validated HPV test
for men

However, doctors have developed
ways to look for HPV-infected skin
cells on men for research purposes
(and many of them actually involve
duct tape, according to Harper).

Digital Mammography
at the Women's Imaging Suite

- Arelaxed, inviting atmosphere

- Dedicated, experienced technologists

- Soft, cushioning, disposable hreast pads
- Precise digital imaging clarity

- Readings by hoard-certified radiologists
- Most insurance plans accepted

E Women can be

tested for high-risk
HPV

It is possible to test women for certain
high-risk strains of HPV, and because
of the availability of the test, the
American College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists recently adjusted Pap-
smear recommendations for certain
age groups. But Harper and Holmes
agree that an annual Pap smear is

still a woman’s best bet for her overall
health. “If the virus stays around long
enough and causes a precancerous
lesion on the cervix, we can detect that
in a routine Pap,” Harper says.
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“It is well

documented in
HPV studies that
about 10 percent

of virgins already
have high-risk HPV

infections through

no actions of their

»

OWTIl.

- DR. DIANE HARPER,
professor of medicine
at the UMKC School of Medicine

& TIranquil. Calming. Reassuring.

Isn't this precisely what you want for your next. -
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