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Quick Facts

· 75% of men and women will be infected with HPV in their lifetime.

· HPV can cause abnormal changes on the cervix and cervical cancer.

· 1 in 4 women will have an abnormal Pap test in her lifetime.

· About 45 women are diagnosed with cervical cancer each year in Manitoba.

· Regular Pap tests can prevent up to 80% of cervical cancer.

What is a Pap test?

A Pap test is a test that can find changes on your cervix. During a Pap test, cells are taken from your cervix, placed on a slide and sent to a lab for assessment. In most cases, the cells are normal.

What is the cervix and where is it located?

The uterus (womb) is made up of two parts. The upper part is where a baby grows. The cervix is the lower part of the uterus. It joins the womb to the vagina. Abnormal changes (cervical dysplasia) may develop at this opening to the womb.

What causes abnormal changes?

Human Papillomavirus, or HPV, is a very common sexually transmitted virus that can cause abnormal changes on your cervix. Eight percent of women will have an abnormal Pap test each year in Manitoba.

Why should I have Pap tests?

Sometimes abnormal changes caused by HPV can become cancerous. A Pap test can find these abnormal changes before they turn into cancer. Regular Pap tests with follow-up for abnormal changes can prevent most cancer of the cervix.

What should I do before the test?

· Schedule your Pap tests after your period (menstruation) has stopped completely,

· Schedule your Pap test two weeks after treatment for any cervical or vaginal infection,

· Do not use tampons, douches, creams and/or foams for 48 hours before your Pap test, and

· Try not to have sexual intercourse for 24 hours before the test.

If you need a repeat Pap test, you should wait at least three months in order to allow cells on the cervix to grow back.

Am I at risk for HPV?

If you have ever had sex or experienced intimate touching, you are at risk for HPV.

HPV is very common. Three out of four people will have at least one HPV infection in their lifetime. You can get HPV easily from oral, genital or rectal sex or intimate touching. Most infections will disappear on their own. When they do not disappear, these changes can be found with a Pap test and treated with follow-up procedures.
All women who have ever been sexually active (sexual intercourse and intimate touching), regardless of sexual orientation, should have regular Pap tests.

What is the HPV Vaccine?

Two HPV vaccines, Gardasil and Cervarix, have been approved for use in Canada. Gardasil provides protection against HPV 16, 18, 6 and 11. Cervarix provides protection against HPV 16 and 18. HPV 16 and 18 cause over 70% of all cervical cancers. HPV 6 and 11 cause 90% of all genital warts. Gardasil is given in three doses over six months and cannot be used to treat existing HPV infections.

Gardasil is approved for males and females between the ages of 9 and 26. It is free for grade six females through the HPV Immunization Program, females who are born on or after January 1, 1997, and children who are part-way through an immunization series in another province or territory in Canada. Ask your doctor where you can get the vaccine outside the immunization program.  

How effective is the vaccine?

The vaccine is most effective when given to females before they start having sexual contact. If you receive Gardasil before exposure to HPV 16, 18, 6 and 11, it will be almost 100% effective in preventing infections from these four types. If you have previously been infected with one of these four types, the vaccine will still protect you against the remaining three types.

Do I still need Pap tests if I have had the vaccine?

Yes. You will still need to have regular Pap tests as the vaccine does not protect you against all types of HPV that can cause cervical cancer.

Where can I go for a Pap test?

Ask your doctor or nurse, or contact your local health centre for a Pap test. To find out where you may be able to have a Pap tests in your community, call the Manitoba Cervical Cancer Screening Program or visit our website at TellEveryWoman.ca.

How often should I have a Pap test?

You should start having Pap tests three years after you become sexually active. Most women need a Pap test every two years. Research shows that annual Pap tests offer very little additional protection over Pap tests every two years. Annual Pap tests can result in over-diagnosis and unnecessary follow-up testing of abnormal cervical changes; changes that would likely go away on their own. Talk to your doctor or nurse about what is best for you. 

If my Pap test is abnormal, does it mean I have cancer?

No, it does not. In most cases, cancer is not the reason for an abnormal Pap test. Most of the time, abnormal changes will disappear on their own without any treatment. You may need a repeat Pap test, or in some cases, you may need colposcopy. Most women who have abnormal Pap test results and who have follow-up tests and/or treatment will never get cancer of the cervix.
What if I need a colposcopy?

A colposcopy (COL-POS-COPY) refers to an examination of the cervix and vagina using a low-powered magnifying instrument known as a colposcope.

It is done to assess any abnormalities on your cervix and to determine if any treatment is necessary. A gynecologist who is specially trained as a colposcopist does this examination.

Keep all appointments after an abnormal Pap tests. Most cervical cancers can be prevented if women have regular Pap tests with follow-up for abnormal changes. Regular screening with Pap tests can prevent up to 80% of cervical cancer.

When can I stop having Pap tests?

If you are 70 years or older and have had three or more normal Pap tests in the previous 10 years with no change in sexual partner, you may be able to stop having Pap tests. Talk to your doctor or nurse about what is best for you.

What is the Manitoba Cervical Cancer Screening Program?

The Manitoba Cervical Cancer Screening Program operates a confidential Registry of Pap test and follow-up test results for all Manitoba women. This is to make sure that anyone who has an abnormal Pap test gets the follow-up they need. The program will also notify women when they are overdue for a Pap test. You can contact us:
· for information about your results, Pap tests and cervical cancer, or

· to find out where you can go for a Pap test.

Pap tests help prevent cervical cancer. All women who have ever been sexually active should have a Pap test at least every two years. Book your appointment today.

Tell her how much you care.

Tell her to about Pap tests.
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