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Background 
Human papillomavirus (HPV) is a group of viruses that infect the genital tract, and less frequently,  the 
mouth and oropharynx.1–3 HPV types 6 & 11 can cause genital warts, HPV16 & HPV18 can cause most 
HPV-related cancers,1,4 while many types do not cause health problems.1,5  HPV, passed through 
intimate sexual contact including genital-oral contact,6,7  is very common; most adults have one or 
more infections over the course of their lives.1,5 Most are cleared by the immune system within a year 
or two.1,5  However, some oncogenic infections persist which can lead to precancerous changes in the 
infected cells, and, eventually, to cancer.1,3 Globally, 83% of HPV-related cancer cases are cervical 
cancers.4  

 
Both oral,2,9 and genital,2,8,9 HPV infections are more common in males than in females. Rates of new 
genital HPV infections peak in early adulthood for females and then decline with age, but stay steady 
with age for males.2,9,10 There are sex differences in immune response to HPV infections, males are 
less likely than females to develop protective antibodies after a genital HPV infection.2,11 HPV 
infection is more common in men who have sex with men than in heterosexual men.8 

 

Did you know?  In Canada… 

about 1 out of every 3 HPV-related cancers occurs in a male!1 

about 2 out of every 3 HPV-related cancers are not cervical cancers1 

about 1 out of every 3 HPV-related cancers are oropharyngeal cancers.12   

 

 

 HPV-related cancers in males in Canada  
Cancer site Estimated number of new cases in 

Canada in 2020 according to the 

International Agency for Research on 

Cancer’s Global Cancer Observatory.13 

Estimated % attributable to 

HPV as calculated by Volesky et 

al. (2019).12 

Anus 228 87.6% (males) 

Larynx 836 12.7 %  

Lip, oral cavity  2 087 8.2% (oral cavity) 

Oropharynx 1 015 60.2%  

Penis 226 39.3 % 



 

 

Global burden of HPV-related cancers in males  
• There are large differences in rates of HPV-related cancers in different parts of the world.4  

• 0.8% of all cancer cases in males are HPV-related: about 60,000 cases.9   
▪ 13,000 cases of penile cancer and 17,000 cases of anal cancer in males caused by HPV 

each year.4,9 

• Rates of anal cancer are highest in HIV+ men who have sex with men.14,15 

• About half of the HPV-related cancers in males (30,000 cases) are head and neck cancers, 
mostly occurring in males in Western developed countries.9 
 

Trends in HPV-related oropharyngeal cancer  
• Rates of HPV+ oropharyngeal cancer have risen, especially in Northern Europe and North 

America,9,11,16 including in Canada.10  

• As rates of cervical cancer decline and rates of HPV+ oropharyngeal cancer increase, in some 
Western counties, HPV+ oropharyngeal cancer in males may become more common than 
cervical cancer.11 

 

Epidemiology of HPV-related oropharyngeal cancer 
• Estimated time from oral HPV infection to oropharyngeal cancer is up to several decades.9,11,16 

• Having a higher total number of oral sexual partners over one’s life is a risk factor for 
oropharyngeal cancer.16 

• HPV+ oropharyngeal cancer tends to occur at an earlier age and have better prognosis than 
HPV- oropharyngeal cancer.11   

• HPV+ oropharyngeal cancer is much more common in males than females.4  

• Protective effects of female hormones (estrogens), epigenetic and/or immune differences 
between males and females,17 and differences in genital to oral HPV transmission rates may be 
reasons for higher rates of HPV-related oropharyngeal cancer in males.2 

 

How to reduce your risk of HPV infection and HPV-related cancers 
• There is no method of screening for HPV-related cancers other than cervical cancer.9,11 

• Use condoms: Although condoms do not provide complete protection against HPV, they can 
reduce transmission.1,18,19  

• Get vaccinated: In Canada, the HPV vaccine, Gardasil 9 is approved for males between the 
ages of 9 and 26, and in some cases can be given to males over the age of 26.5 Gardasil 9 
protects against HPV types 6, 11, 16, 18, 31, 33, 45, 52 & 58. 5 

 
The World Health Organization on HPV vaccination of males 

• In 2019, due to vaccine supply issues, the WHO recommended pausing HPV vaccination of 
males (and older females) for the time being, in order to concentrate on vaccinating girls 
under the age of 15.20  

• According to the most recent position paper (2022) from the WHO, vaccinating males is now 
acceptable when doing so will not get in the way of vaccinating girls under 15 and/or 
screening for cervical cancer.21  
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