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Your Test: Pap Smear

Cervical cancer happens when there are
abnormal changes to cells in your cervix. Most
cervical cancer is caused by a virus called
human papillomavirus, or HPV. You can get
HPV by having sexual contact with someone
who has it.

In the United States, HPV is the most common
sexually transmitted virus. At least half of all
sexually active people will have HPV at some
time in their lives. In most cases, people have
no symptoms and the HPV infection clears
without causing any health problems.

Practicing safer sex can lower the risk of HPV
infections and cervical cancer.

How is screening for cervical
cancer done?
Screening tests
• A Pap test. This test looks for changes in the
cells of the cervix. Some kinds of cell
changes can lead to cancer.

• A human papillomavirus (HPV) test. The
HPV test looks for certain high-risk viruses
that can cause cervical cancer.

• APap test and anHPV test. Having both tests
is called co-testing.

Your doctor may do these tests during checkups.
With a Pap test, your doctor takes a small
sample of cells from your cervix for testing. The
sample is then spread on a slide (Pap smear) or
mixed in a liquid and sent to a lab to be looked
at under a microscope. An HPV test also
requires a small sample of cells from your
cervix. If you are having co-testing, one sample
is usually enough for both tests.

Results
If your doctor says your test result was
"abnormal," it means that some cells taken from
your cervix do not look normal. Or it may mean
that you have HPV. It does not mean that you
have cervical cancer. In fact, the chances that
you have cancer are very small.

If you have abnormal results, your doctor may
do other tests.

Why is screening for cervical cancer
important?
Changes in the cervical cells usually do not
cause symptoms. Neither does having HPV.
Usually these cell changes go away on their
own. But HPV can stay in your body for years
and lead to cervical cancer.

By getting screened, or tested, for cervical
cancer, you can find changes to cells in the
cervix before they turn into cancer. These
changes can be treated early, which makes your
risk of getting cervical cancer much lower.



How often should you get
screened?
Ask your doctor how often you need a screening
test. This may depend on your risk of cervical
cancer, your age, or your results from previous
tests. In most cases, women age 21 and older
will have screening tests every 3 to 5 years, as
long as their results are normal.

If you have symptoms such as bleeding after
sex, get a pelvic exam as soon as you can
schedule one.

If you are age 65 or older, or if you have had a
hysterectomy, you will likely no longer need a
screening test. Talk with your doctor about
whether to stop or continue to have screening
tests. When to stop having screening depends
on your medical history, overall health, and your
risk for cervical cell changes or cervical cancer.
Your doctor can help you decide.

HPV screening and vaccine
Talk to your doctor about a vaccine that can help
prevent infection from the types of HPV that
are most likely to cause cervical cancer. Even
if you get this vaccine, be sure that you get
regular screening tests to check for cervical
cancer.

What are the risks of screening?
There is very little risk that a Pap test or HPV
test will cause problems, such as bleeding.

Screening tests help find problems early, which
makes it more likely that treatment will be
successful. But sometimes there can be problems
with the test results. These problems include:
• A false negative. This means that a test does
not show any problems, such as abnormal
cells in the cervix, but there are actually
changes that could be a problem.

• A false positive. This means that a test shows
abnormal cells in the cervix, but there is
actually nothing wrong. This could lead to
further tests that are not needed.

Do you have any questions or concerns after
reading this information? It's a good idea to
write them down and take them to your next
doctor visit.
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