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Pap and HPV tests
Pap tests (or Pap smears) look for cancers and 
precancers in the cervix. Precancers are cell changes 
that can be caused by the human papillomavirus 
(HPV). HPV is a sexually transmitted infection that 
goes away on its own in most people. If it does not go 
away, HPV can lead to cervical cancer. An HPV test 
looks for HPV in cervical cells.

Q: Why do I need Pap and HPV tests?

A: A Pap test can save your life. It can find 
cervical cancer cells early. The chance of successful 
treatment of cervical cancer is very high if the 
disease is caught early. 

An HPV test can give your doctor more information 
about the cells from your cervix. For example, if 
the Pap test shows abnormal cervical cells, the HPV 
test can show whether you have a type of HPV that 
causes cervical cancer. 

Q: Who should get regular Pap or HPV tests?

A: Most women 21 to 65 years old should get Pap 
tests as part of routine health care. Even if you are 
not currently sexually active, got the HPV vaccine, or 
have gone through menopause, you still need regular 
Pap tests. Experts recommend: 

•  Women 21–29 get a Pap test every 3 years

• Women 30–65 get:

 ◦ A Pap test every 3 years, or

 ◦ An HPV test every 5 years, or

◦ A Pap and HPV test together (called co-testing) 
every 5 years

Women older than 65 need a Pap test if they have never 
been tested or if they have not been tested after age 60. 
Some women may need Pap or HPV testing more often.

Q: How do I prepare for a Pap or HPV test?

A: You do not have to do anything special to 
prepare for a Pap or HPV test. Also, you should not 
douche before a Pap or HPV test. Most doctors do 
not recommend douching for any reason. You also 
should not put anything in or around your vagina to 
clean it, other than soap and water on the outside of 
your vagina.

Q: Are Pap and HPV tests painful?

A: Some women find Pap and HPV tests 
uncomfortable, but the tests should not be painful. 
You will feel pressure as your doctor or nurse puts 
the speculum (a tool that helps your doctor or nurse 
see your cervix) into your vagina.

If you have never had sexual intercourse or if you 
have had pain when something is put into your 
vagina, you can ask your doctor or nurse to use a 
smaller speculum.

You can also help lessen or prevent pain by urinating 
before the test to empty your bladder or by taking 
an over-the-counter pain reliever, such as aspirin, 
acetaminophen, or ibuprofen, about an hour before 
your Pap or HPV test.

www.womenshealth.gov | 1-800-994-9662



Pap and HPV tests 2

 • 

 • 

 • 

 
 • 

 • 

Q: What do my Pap test results mean?

A: Your Pap test results will say one of these 
three things:

• Normal. The cells collected from your cervix 
during the Pap test look like they should and 
you do not have to do anything until your next 
Pap test.

• Unclear. Your doctor does not know whether the 
cells collected from your cervix are normal or 
abnormal. Your doctor may do more testing right 
away to rule out any problems, or your doctor 
may have you come back in 6 months or a year 
for another Pap test.

• Abnormal. The cells collected from your cervix 
during your Pap test look abnormal. Abnormal 
Pap test results do not mean you have cancer, 
so your doctor must do other tests to find out 
what should happen next. Your doctor may do 
another Pap test right away or, if the cell changes 
are minor, wait 6 months or a year before doing 
another Pap test. 

Q: Can a Pap test tell me whether I have 
a sexually transmitted infection (STI)?

A: No. A Pap test is not used to find STIs. You must 
ask your doctor to test you for STIs if you want to 
have STI testing. 

For more information…
For more information about Pap and HPV tests, call the OWH Helpline at 1-800-994-9662 
or contact the following organizations:

National Breast and Cervical Cancer Early 
Detection Program, CDC, HHS  
1-800-232-4636 www.cdc.gov/cancer/nbccedp

National Cancer Institute (NCI), NIH, HHS  
1-800-422-6237 www.cancer.gov

American Cancer Society 
1-800-227-2345 www.cancer.org

National Cervical Cancer Coalition
1-800-685-5531 www.nccc-online.org

Planned Parenthood 
1-800-230-7526 www.plannedparenthood.org

A full fact sheet on this topic is available online at www.womenshealth.gov. All material contained on this page is free of copyright restrictions 
and may be copied, reproduced, or duplicated without permission of the Office on Women’s Health in the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services. Citation of the source is appreciated. OWH content is available for syndication through the HHS Syndication Storefront at 
digitalmedia.hhs.gov. 
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