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Overview of Cervical Cancer 
 

What is Cervical Cancer? 

Cancer starts when cells in the body begin to grow out of control. Cervical cancer is when cancer starts in the cells lining the 

inside of the cervix, which is the lower part of the uterus (womb). The cervix connects the uterus to the birth canal, or vagina. 

Cervical cancer starts with abnormal cells that are considered pre-cancerous. Over time, if left untreated, these pre-cancerous, 

abnormal cells will develop into cervical cancer.  

Symptoms 

Many cervical cancers do not show symptoms until after the cells become cancerous and invade other parts of the 

body. With that said, if you have any of the following symptoms, you may want to be checked by a doctor.  

• Abnormal bleeding between menstrual 

periods, after menopause or sex, or during a 

pelvic exam 

• Heavier than normal menstrual bleeding, or 

periods that last longer than usual 

• Increased vaginal discharge 

• Pain during sex 

• Unexplained pelvic pain 

Please note that many of these symptoms can be caused by health conditions other than cancer. Having any of 

these symptoms does not necessarily mean cancer. However, if you’re worried, make an appointment to be 

checked out by a doctor. 

Who is likely to get cervical cancer? 

Cervical cancer is most frequently diagnosed in women between the ages of 35-44 with the average age at diagnosis being 50. 

It rarely develops in women younger than 20.  Men do not have a cervix, so they can’t get cervical cancer. The most common 

risk factor for developing cervical cancer is being infected by the human papillomavirus (HPV). HPV is a sexually transmitted 

infection (STI), so having sex with many partners or having sex with someone who is HPV infected can increase your risk for 

developing cervical cancer. Other risk factors include smoking, having multiple full-term pregnancies, or having a family history 

of cervical cancer.  

Can cervical cancer be prevented? 

The two most important things you can do to prevent cervical cancer are to get the HPV vaccine (if you are eligible), and to 

be tested regularly. 

The goal of cervical cancer screening is to find pre-cancer or cancer early when it is more treatable and curable. Regular 

screening can prevent cervical cancers and save lives. The tests for cervical cancer screening are the HPV test and the Pap 

test. Pre-cancerous changes can be detected by the Pap test and treated to prevent cancer from developing. The HPV test 

looks for infection by high-risk types of HPV that are more likely to cause pre-cancers and cancers of the cervix. HPV 

infection has no treatment, but the HPV vaccine can help prevent it. 

Things to do to prevent pre-cancers and cancers: 

Get an HPV vaccine. Vaccines can help protect children and young adults against certain HPV infections. 

These vaccines protect against infection with the HPV types most commonly linked to cancer. 

Limit exposure to HPV. Limiting the number of sex partners and avoiding sex with people who have had multiple other 

partners may lower your risk of exposure to HPV. 



Use a condom. Condoms provide some protection against HPV, and they also help protect against HIV and other 

sexually transmitted infections. 

What is the Pap Test? 

The Pap test or Pap smear is a procedure used to collect cells from the cervix so that they can be looked at closely in the 

lab to find cancer and pre-cancer. It's important to know that most invasive cervical cancers are found in women who have 

not had regular Pap tests. A Pap test can be done during a pelvic exam, but not all pelvic exams include a Pap test. 

What is the HPV test?  

The most important risk factor for developing cervical cancer is infection with HPV. The HPV test looks for infection by high-

risk types of HPV that are more likely to cause pre-cancers and cancers of the cervix. Doctors can test for the high-risk HPV 

types that are most likely to cause cervical cancer by looking for pieces of their DNA in cervical cells. The test can be done 

by itself (primary HPV test) or at the same time as a Pap test (called a co-test). You won’t notice a difference in your exam if 

you have both tests done. 

What to Expect During a Pap Smear or HPV Test  

Before: There are several things that can interfere with the accuracy of a Pap or HPV test. 48 hours prior to your 

appointment, do not do the following: 

• Have sexual intercourse 

• Use spermicides or other birth control foam, 

cream or jelly 

• Use vaginal lubricants 

• Insert a tampon 

• Use medicine or cream in your vagina 

• Rinse the vagina with water or other fluid 

(douche) 

During: The exam table will be tilted back so you are lying on your back. 

• Bend your knees and place feet in the stirrups. 

• The doctor will insert an instrument called a speculum to hold the walls of the vagina open. Then, the doctor will 

insert a tiny swab into your vagina to collect a sample of cells. This may cause some discomfort. 

• The test will only take a few minutes to complete. 

After: You may be given tissues or wipes to remove any leftover lubricant from around your vagina before you get dressed. 

The doctor will leave the room so you can do this in private.  

• After a Pap smear, you can resume your normal activities.  

• The doctor’s office should contact you within 3 weeks with your results. If your test results are abnormal, your doctor 

will work with you to determine the best course of action. Remember that an abnormal test result may not be cancer. 

How can you prevent cervical cancer? 
 

Getting the HPV Vaccine 

Ages 9-14  

2 shots given 6-12 months apart 

 

Ages 13-26 

3 shots given 6 months apart.  

 

It’s recommended that you get the HPV vaccine at age 

11-12 but you can receive it up to age 26. After that, it’s 

not recommended (although discuss with your doctor, 

because your situation may be different).  

 

The vaccine is most effective before sexual activity 

begins. 

Getting a Pap Smear test 

Ages 21-29  

Get a Pap test every 3 years starting at age 21. 

 

Ages 30-65 

Get a pap test or HPV test every 3 years.  

Or get both a Pap and HPV test every 5 years. 

 

Age 65 and older 

Talk to your doctor if you need to keep being 

screened on a regular basis. 

 

 


