
HPV
vaccine

jostrust.org.uk

Information about
HPV



 Jo’s Cervical Cancer Trust     1

About this booklet

This booklet is for anyone who has children of vaccine age 
or who is thinking about having the HPV vaccine. It includes:

•	 what human papillomavirus (HPV) is

•	 what the HPV vaccine is

•	 how the HPV vaccine works

•	 side effects of the HPV vaccine.

Human papillomavirus (HPV)

HPV is a common virus that 4 out of 5 (80%) of us will have at 
some point during our lives. It is passed on through skin-to-skin 
contact. 

We know of over 200 types of HPV that have different numbers 
and can affect different parts of the body: 

•	  Over 40 HPV types affect the genital area. Most genital HPV 
types do not cause cervical cancer, but can cause other skin 
conditions, like genital warts.

•	  About 13 of HPV types are linked with cancer. These types 
are called high-risk HPV. 

The HPV vaccine 

The HPV vaccine protects against at least 2 high-risk HPV 
types (16 and 18) that cause 70% of all cervical cancers.

Some HPV vaccines also protect against 2 low-risk HPV types 
(6 and 11) that cause 90% of genital warts. 
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There are 3 vaccines currently available in the UK: 
 
Name of 
vaccine

HPV types it 
protects against

Available on 
the NHS?

Available 
privately?

Gardasil 16, 18, 6 and 11
Yes, for girls 
under 18 
years old

Yes, for girls 
and boys

Gardasil 9 16, 18, 31, 33, 45, 
52, 58, 6 and 11 No Yes, for girls 

and boys

Cervarix 16 and 18 No Yes, for girls 
and boys

 
The NHS uses Gardasil as part of the national HPV immunisation 
programme, so in this booklet the HPV vaccine we talk about 
is Gardasil.

Who can have the HPV vaccine?
As part of the national HPV immunisation programme, the vaccine 
is offered free in schools to:

•	 girls between the ages of 11 to 13 in Scotland 

•	 girls between the ages of 12 to 13 in England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland.

You can have the vaccine for free until you are 18 years old. 
If you missed it in school, you can have the vaccine at your GP. 

If you are older than 18, you can pay to have the HPV vaccine 
privately at some travel clinics and pharmacies. Check with your 
GP to see if they offer the HPV vaccine privately. 
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Can boys or men have the HPV vaccine?
People who are born male do not have a cervix, so cannot develop 
cervical cancer. However, HPV can cause other cancers, including 
anal cancer, penile cancer and some head and neck cancers.

At the moment, boys are not offered the HPV vaccine as part of 
the national programme. However, vaccinating girls helps protect 
boys against some types of HPV (herd immunity). 

In 2018, the Joint Committee of Vaccination and Immunisation 
recommended that boys should also be offered the HPV vaccine. 
England, Scotland and Wales have announced they will extend 
the	vaccine	to	boys,	with	official	timings	to	be	confirmed.	
Check the latest updates at jostrust.org.uk/vaccineforboys

Men who have sex with men can have the HPV vaccine free at 
sexual	health	clinics,	as	they	may	not	benefit	from	herd	immunity.

How is the HPV vaccine given?
The vaccine is injected into a muscle in the upper arm. The number 
of doses you have depends on your age.

If you are under 14 years old:

•	 You will have 2 doses. 

•	 You will have the second dose between 6 to 12 months after 
the	first	dose,	but	it	can	be	given	up	to	24	months	after.

If you are age 15 or older:

•	 You will have 3 doses – this makes sure the vaccine works 
as well as possible, because the response to 2 doses is not 
as good once we get older. 

•	 You will have the other doses 2 months and 6 months after 
the	first	dose.	
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How the HPV vaccine works

The HPV vaccine is over 98% effective in preventing cervical 
abnormalities linked to HPV 16 and 18 if:

•	 you have had the correct number of doses 

•	 you haven’t already had HPV.  

If you currently have HPV, the vaccine cannot protect you against 
infection with that HPV type. But if you had HPV in the past, 
it can stop you getting reinfected with that same HPV type. 

The HPV vaccine does not protect against all types of HPV. 
But there is evidence that, at least in the short term, it provides 
cross-protection against other HPV types. 

By 2025, the HPV vaccine could prevent two thirds of cervical 
cancers in people under 30 years old. But this will only happen 
if 8 out of 10 (80%) girls offered the HPV vaccine have it. 

Will the HPV vaccine stop me getting cervical cancer? 
The HPV vaccine does not protect against all types of high-risk 
HPV that cause cervical cancer. But it does protect against  
high-risk HPV types 16 and 18 that cause 70% of cervical cancers.

If I have the vaccine, do I still need to go for cervical 
screening? 
If you have had the HPV vaccine, it is important to keep protecting 
yourself against cervical cancer in other ways. Going for cervical 
screening (a smear test) when invited is one of the best ways 
to do this, as it picks up changes to cells (abnormalities) caused 
by a high-risk HPV infection early. 

Our booklet Cervical screening (smear test) has more 
information. Order a free copy online at jostrust.org.uk/shop 
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Side effects of the HPV vaccine  

The HPV vaccine is very safe. It has gone through a lot of trials 
with women of different ages to make sure it does not cause any 
harm and works properly. 

If any side effects are reported, they are usually common ones 
that may happen shortly after any injection. 

Very common side effects 
More than 1 in 10 people who have the HPV vaccine have:

•	 redness, swelling or pain at the injection site – this should 
get better after a few days 

•	 a headache, but it should not last long. 

Common side effects 
More than 1 in 100, but less than 1 in 10, people who have 
the HPV vaccine have:

•	 bruising or itching at the injection site

•	 a high temperature or feeling hot and shivery (fever)

•	 sickness (nausea) 

•	 painful	arms,	hands,	fingers,	legs	feet	or	toes.	

Rare side effects 
About 1 in 10,000 people who have the HPV vaccine have:

•	 an itchy red rash (hives). 
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Very rare side effects
Fewer than 1 in 10,000 people who have the HPV vaccine have:

•	 difficulty	breathing	and	restricted	airways.	

Other side effects
After the HPV vaccine, some people may:

•	 feel dizzy or faint – it can help to sit or lie down for 15 
minutes after the vaccine.

Some people have reported other side effects, but because 
these don’t come from controlled clinical studies, we can’t 
say how often they happen or to how many people. If you are 
very ill, speak with your school nurse, GP or practice nurse.

More information and support

We hope this booklet has been helpful. If you have questions 
or need more information, visit jostrust.org.uk or call our 
Helpline on 0808 802 8000.

Can you help Jo’s reach more people?
We rely on your generous donations to help us provide 
support and information to the people who need it. If you 
find	this	booklet	helpful,	please	consider	making	a	donation.	
Visit jostrust.org.uk/donate or text JOTR01 £5 to 70070.



For more support, visit jostrust.org.uk, call our 
Helpline on 0808 802 8000 or chat with others 
at jostrust.org.uk/forum
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Cervical cancer can be prevented. We’re doing 
something about it by providing information and 
support to everyone who needs it. We have 
information about:

•	 HPV

•	 Cervical screening

•	 LLETZ

•	 Cervical cancer
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