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Why are HPV vaccines needed? 
Certain human papillomavirus (HPV) types cause cancer, including: cervical, vulvar, vaginal, penile, anal, 
and oropharyngeal (base of the tongue, tonsils and back of throat) cancers. Certain HPV types also cause 
most cases of genital warts in men and women. 
 
HPV is a common virus that is easily spread by skin-to-skin contact during sexual activity with another 
person. It is possible to have HPV without knowing it, so it is possible to unknowingly spread HPV to 
another person. 
 
HPV vaccine is a strong weapon in prevention. These safe, effective vaccines are available to protect 
females and males against some of the most common HPV types and the health problems the virus can 
cause. 
 

How common are the health problems caused by HPV? 
HPV is the main cause of cervical cancer in women. There are about 12,000 new cervical cancer cases 
each year in the United States. Cervical cancer causes about 4,000 deaths in women each year in the 
United States. There are about 15,000 HPV-associated cancers in the United States that may be 
prevented by vaccines each year in women, including cervical, anal, vaginal, vulvar and oropharyngeal 
cancers. 
 
About 7,000 HPV-associated cancers in the United States may be prevented by vaccine each year in 
men, and oropharyngeal cancers are the most common. 
 
About 1 in 100 sexually active adults in the United States have genital warts at any given time. 
 

What HPV vaccines are available in the United States? 
Two HPV vaccines are licensed by the FDA and recommended by CDC. These vaccines are Cervarix 
(made by GlaxoSmithKline) and Gardasil (made by Merck). 
 

How are the two HPV vaccines similar? 
Both vaccines are very effective against diseases caused by HPV types 16 and 18; HPV 16 and 18 cause 
most cervical cancers, as well as other HPV associated cancers. Both vaccines have been shown to 
prevent cervical precancers in women. Both vaccines are safe, and are given as shots and require 3 
doses. 
 

How are the two HPV vaccines different? 
Only one of the vaccines (Gardasil) protects against HPV types 6 and 11, the types that cause most 
genital warts in females and males. Only one of the vaccines (Gardasil) has been tested and licensed for 
use in males.  While both vaccines protect against HPV16, which is the most common HPV type 
responsible for HPV associated cancers including cancers of cervix, vulva, vagina, penis, and anus and 
oropharynx, only one of the vaccines (Gardasil) has been tested and shown to protect against  
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pre-cancers of the vulva, vagina, and anus. 
 

Who should get HPV vaccine? 
Cervarix and Gardasil are licensed, safe, and effective for females ages 9 through 26 years. CDC 
recommends that all 11 or 12 year old girls get the 3 doses (shots) of either brand of HPV vaccine to 
protect against cervical cancer. Gardasil also protects against most genital warts, as well as some 
cancers of the vulva, vagina and anus. Girls and young women ages 13 through 26 should get HPV 
vaccine if they have not received any or all doses when they were younger. 
 
Gardasil is also licensed, safe, and effective for males ages 9 through 26 years. CDC recommends 
Gardasil for all boys aged 11 or 12 years, and for males aged 13 through 21 years, who did not get any or 
all of the three recommended doses when they were younger. All men may receive the vaccine through 
age 26, and should speak with their doctor to find out if getting vaccinated is right for them. 
 

Why is HPV vaccine recommended at ages 11 or 12 years? 
For the HPV vaccine to work best, it is very important for preteens to get all 3 doses (shots) long before 
any sexual activity with another person begins. It is possible to be infected with HPV the very first time 
they have sexual contact with another person. Also, the vaccine produces higher antibody that fights 
infection when given at this age compared to older ages. 
 

Are the HPV vaccines safe and effective? 
FDA has licensed the vaccines as safe and effective. Both vaccines were tested in thousands of people 
around the world. These studies showed no serious side effects. Common, mild side effects included 
pain where the shot was given, fever, headache, and nausea. As of July 2012, approximately 46 million 
doses of quadrivalent HPV vaccine were distributed in the United States. As with all vaccines, CDC and 
FDA continue to monitor the safety of these vaccines very carefully. These vaccine safety studies 
continue to show that HPV vaccines are safe. 
 

Why aren’t HPV vaccines recommended for people older than 26? 
Both vaccines were studied in thousands of people from 9 through 26 years old and found to be safe 
and effective for these ages. The vaccine is not licensed in the United States for persons over age 26 
years, as GARDASIL has not been demonstrated to prevent HPV-related outcomes in a general 
population of women and men older than 26 years of age. 
 

Will HPV vaccination be covered by health insurance? 
Most health insurance plans cover recommended vaccines. But there may be a lag time after a vaccine is 
recommended before it gets added to insurance plans. Some insurance plans may not cover any or all 
vaccines. Check with your insurance provider to see if the cost of the vaccine is covered before going to 
the doctor. 
 

How can my child get an HPV vaccine if I don’t have insurance? 
The Vaccines for Children (VFC) program helps families of eligible children who might not otherwise 
have access to vaccines. The program provides vaccines at no cost to doctors who serve eligible children. 
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