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 Screening and Early Detection

of Cervical Cancer

Cervical cancer starts in the cells of the cervix. Nearly all cervical cancers are caused by human papillomavirus 

(HPV) infections, a sexually transmitted virus that can cause changes to the cells in the cervix that may lead 

to cervical cancer. It is estimated that about 75% of sexually active men and women will have at least one 

HPV infection in their lifetime. In most cases, high-risk-type HPV infections go away within a few months. For 

most women, the virus will not be detected after two years, but sometimes it does not go away. This can lead 

to changes in the cells of the cervix. These changes can develop into cervical cancer if they are not detected 

early and treated.

A Pap test can find abnormal cells in the cervix. If these cells are found early, they can be treated and cancer 

can be stopped from developing. Pap tests can also identify cancer at an early stage. If cervical cancer is 

caught at its earliest stage, the chance of survival is more than 85 per cent.

For more information on Pap test and to find a clinic near you, visit the BC Cancer Agency’s website.
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Did You Know?

The number of women with cervical 
cancer has dropped by 50% since 
1977, and the number of cervical 

cancer deaths has dropped by 60%. 
One important reason for these 

changes is that more women have 
been having regular Pap tests.

What You Can Do

A Pap test examines cells taken from the cervix to detect 

any changes. The BC Cancer Agency Recommends women 

start having Pap tests at age 21 or 3 years after first sexual 

contact. Pap tests should be done every year for the first 

3 years, then continue every 2 years if your results are 

normal. You should continue to have Pap tests even if you 

stop having sex. If you have had a hysterectomy, you may 

still need a Pap test, but talk to your doctor about this. 

You can have a Pap test at your regular doctor’s office or 

a walk-in clinic.
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What to Watch For

Cervical cancer can develop over a long time without causing any signs or symptoms. See your doctor if you 

have any:

• Abnormal bleeding from the vagina.

• Unusually long or heavy periods.

• More discharge from the vagina than normal.

• Pain in the pelvis or lower back.

• Pain or bleeding during sexual intercourse.

• Bleeding from the vagina after menopause.

Human Papillomavirus (HPV) Vaccine

Two vaccines are available in Canada. The vaccines prevent infection in women who have not already been 

exposed to the HPV types that the vaccines cover.

• Is available for females between the ages of 9 and 45.

• Protects against some HPV infections that cause more than 70% of cervical cancer cases.

• Works best if you have it before you become sexually active.

Regular pap tests are still required. The vaccine should be used along with cervical cancer screening, not 

instead of screening.

If you are interested in the vaccine, ask your doctor if it is right for you. For more information on the HPV 

vaccine, visit hpvinfo.ca.
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