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Infection Cancer
(= ; 1
Uterus
HPV infection Progression
Invasion
— ‘ g ) -ﬁ
90% of HPV infections clear S
_ or become undetectable |
Vagina within 1-2 yr Highest prevalence in 20s
Highest prevalence in and 30s; detection depends Median age at diagnosis
late teens and early 20s on age at screening in the United States, 50 yr

Figure 1. Natural History of Human Papillomavirus (HPV) Infection and Progression to Cervical Cancer.

Shown are the uterine cervix and histologic changes in the cervix from infection, precancer, and cancer. HPV infection occurs most of-
ten through sexual contact, and peak prevalence is around the age of first sexual encounters. HPV infects the basal epithelial cells, most
often at the endocervical-ectocervical junction, where epithelial disruption allows access. Most HPV infections clear or become undetect-
able within 1 to 2 years, but a small percentage persist and progress to precancers over periods of months to years. Most precancers re-
gress, but a small percentage of persistent lesions progress to invasive cancer, most commonly over a period of more than a decade. The
delay between precancer and cancer allows screening to be effective in detection of early lesions. The treatment of precancers detected by
means of screening can prevent invasive cancer. HPV vaccination prevents infection and therefore also precancers and cancers.

N Engl ] Med 2023;388:1790-8.
DOI: 10.1056/NE)Mcp2108502
Copyright © 2023 Massachusetts Medical Society.
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