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The relationship between HPV and penile cancer: Filling a knowledge 
gap in the general population 
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The interesting study by Zavaski et al highlights the sig-
nificant need for dissemination of accurate and action-
able human papillomavirus (HPV) and cancer educa-

tion aimed at the general population.1 The analysis of the 
Health Information National Trends Survey (HINTS) reveals 
concerning facts about how little the sampled population of 
Americans knows about HPV and penile cancer; in this study, 
less than 65% of the study cohort had heard any informa-
tion about HPV, with less than 30% being aware that HPV 
causes penile cancer. Considering the characteristics of the 
study, these results are probably an optimistic estimate of the 
proportion of Americans that have knowledge of HPV and the 
cancers these infections cause. The majority of participants 
who completed this questionnaire were young, highly edu-
cated (40% with college degree), had a higher income, and 
lived in urban areas; characteristics in sharp contrast to those 
of the typical high-risk penile cancer population. Therefore, 
we can assume that the true risk population for penile cancer 
has little to no knowledge about this important association, 
providing an impetus to broaden education and potential 
prevention campaigns to include use of social media to reach 
and educate the younger patient population.

When knowledge about HPV and its association to penile 
cancer was compared with knowledge to its association to 
cervical cancer, which has been shown to be as high as 80% 
in some observational studies, this again demonstrates that 
urologists and healthcare providers in general have a critical 
task to provide risk-based and appropriate patient education. 

An important lesson should be taken from our gynecology 
colleagues in regard to patient education and cancer pre-
vention: based on multiple strategies, ranging from detailed 
in-office conversations and education of primary care pro-
viders to media information dissemination, they were able to 
increase consciousness of the risk of HPV and cervical can-
cer. The gynecological literature has a plethora of examples 
that show how patient-targeted education can be successful. 

This issue becomes even more problematic when we 
realize that education would decrease the incidence of 
penile cancer if we are able to increase the number of 
boys vaccinated with the HPV vaccine. The association of 
HPV, cervical cancer and HPV vaccine protection is high-
ly disseminated in the general population, but little to no 
information is disseminated regarding prevention of penile 
cancer. Obviously, the incidence of those two malignancies 
are very different, but the protection benefit that can be 
obtained from vaccination in both cases should be voiced in 
an unequivocal manner to the general public. Once again, 
with increased education about the benefit of vaccinating 
boys, particularly targeting pediatric and primary healthcare 
providers in outpatient and acute care clinics, the number 
of vaccinations would likely significantly increase. 

The interesting results presented by Zavaski et al unquestion-
ably highlight the necessity for consistent and routine education 
by all health providers caring for at-risk men and women. Penile 
cancer therapeutic outcomes have not improved significantly 
over the past three decades, with uniformly poor prognoses 
for advanced stages. Therefore, prevention of this disease, as 
well as early diagnosis and treatment is essential to improve 
outcomes. To achieve this, patient education is fundamental. 

We congratulate the authors in their effort to rigorously dem-
onstrate the current lack of knowledge on this important sub-
ject and imploring the medical community to embrace it as an 
opportunity for cancer prevention in a young patient population.
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