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This material was developed as part of the HPV Elimination Forum initiative.

The HPV Elimination Forum is an interdisciplinary initiative established by patient organizations and experts in the 
fields of infectious diseases, oncology, and health education. Its purpose is to conduct educational and advocacy activ-
ities related to the human papillomavirus (HPV), continuously monitor data, analyze the situation regarding the imple-
mentation of vaccination programs, and, in the long term, monitor indicators related to HPV-related cancers and other 
diseases caused by the human papillomavirus.

The aim of establishing the HPV Elimination Forum is to address the growing health problem of increasing cases of 
HPV-related diseases. The Forum seeks to identify long-term, priority strategic solutions that should be implemented in 
the near future in the areas of HPV prevention and education. According to the National Oncology Strategy, by the end 
of 2028, at least 60% of children in the designated age group should be vaccinated.

The HPV Elimination Forum pursues its goals by developing proposals for effective systemic solutions aimed at increas-
ing HPV vaccination rates, particularly among boys, reducing the number of new HPV-related cancer cases, improving 
public awareness of HPV and its connection to cancer, promoting preventive screenings, and educating about modes 
of transmission and methods of protection.

The initiators of the HPV Elimination Forum are non-governmental organizations representing patients and working in 
the field of public health: GrowSPACE Foundation, SEXEDPL Foundation, National Organization Kwiat Kobiecości, Onko-
Cafe Foundation - Together Better, and Spa for Cancer Friends for Cancer Foundation. The project is implemented by 
the Institute of Patient Rights and Health Education. The HPV Elimination Forum is supported by MSD Polska Sp. z o.o., 
providing the necessary support and resources to fulfill its mission.

Report Partner: MSD.
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Dear Ladies and Gentlemen,,

We are pleased to present to you an extremely important report on the knowledge 
of Poles regarding the human papillomavirus (HPV), prepared by the Institute of Patient 

Rights and Health Education and the Sociomedical Research Center, under the scientific edit-
ing of Professor Tomasz Sobierajski. This report, developed as part of European Immunization Week, 

describes the state of public awareness concerning one of the most oncogenic viruses in the world.

In preparing this report, we aimed to assess the attitudes and knowledge of Poles one year after the introduction of a nation-
wide free HPV vaccination program for girls and boys in Poland. We also sought to draw public attention to HPV-a virus with 
an exceptionally high oncogenic potential, responsible for dangerous cancers.

Despite widespread awareness of its existence, the research conducted for this report reveals alarming gaps in knowledge 
about the connection between HPV and cancer, as well as the possible routes of infection. Many people are unaware of the 
serious health consequences that can result from HPV infection. Furthermore, the study indicates a deficiency in knowledge 
about HPV prevention, including the importance of protective vaccinations.

HPV vaccinations are a crucial element in the fight against the spread of the virus and in preventing the development of 
HPV-related cancers. Unfortunately, awareness of this fact within society is insufficient, posing a significant challenge to 
public health.

I hope that this report will contribute to increasing knowledge about HPV and encourage preventive actions, especially in 
the area of protective vaccinations. Raising public awareness and educating about HPV are essential to effectively counter-
acting its negative health effects and, in the long term, eradicating HPV in our society.

I would like to express my heartfelt thanks to everyone involved in the preparation of this report. I believe that its findings will 
become an important step towards improving public health in our country.

� Sincerely,  
Fr. Dr. Arkadiusz Nowak 

President of the Institute of Patient Rights and Health Education
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This report presents an analysis of data concerning the attitudes and knowl-
edge of Polish women and men regarding vaccination against the human pap-
illomavirus (HPV). HPV is one of the most common sexually transmitted viruses 
worldwide1, and persistent infection with oncogenic types of the virus can lead to 

the development of various cancers, including cervical, anal, vaginal, and vulvar  
cancers2.

The report highlights the most important epidemiological issues related to HPV and vac-
cinations against it. The data analysis sheds light on significant public health challenges asso-

ciated with the low level of knowledge and frequent barriers to HPV vaccination.

Research has shown that despite the increasing dissemination of information about HPV and its vaccines , detailed knowl-
edge of the transmission routes of this pathogen, the diseases it can cause, and the vaccinations available remains low. 
Most respondents expressed significant uncertainty regarding vaccinations. This uncertainty primarily stems from a lack 
of knowledge about the human papillomavirus and the available vaccination options, as well as concerns about potential 
complications, which are strongly correlated with a lack of understanding about the vaccine  and associated risks.

An interesting observation is the absence of significant percentage differences between men and women in their attitudes 
toward HPV vaccination. There are no substantial gender differences among those vaccinated or those expressing a will-
ingness to be vaccinated. Based on this, it can be inferred that education about HPV vaccination should be gender-neutral, 
which may help increase awareness of the benefits associated with vaccination.

The conclusions drawn from the data analysis emphasize the need to continue and expand educational programs related to 
HPV vaccination. A key component of these programs should be the provision of reliable information about the safety and 
efficacy of the vaccine , which could contribute to increasing public trust in vaccinations and accelerate the achievement of 
the goal of eliminating HPV infections and related diseases.

Professor Tomasz Sobierajski, Ph.D. in Medical Sciences and Health Sciences 
Head of the Sociomedical Research Center  

Institute of Applied Social Sciences 
University of Warsaw

1	 https://szczepienia.pzh.gov.pl/dla-lekarzy/szczepienia-hpv/o-wirusie-hpv-i-chorobach/ [dostęp maj 2024]
2	 https://szczepienia.pzh.gov.pl/dla-lekarzy/szczepienia-hpv/o-wirusie-hpv-i-chorobach/ (dostęp 06.06.2024)
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HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS (HPV)

Dr. Monika Wanke-Rytt, Ph.D. in Medical Sciences, 
Chair of the Infection Control Team, Deputy Head of the Clinical Observation 
and Isolation Unit and Pediatrics at the University Clinical Center, Medical 
University of Warsaw (UCK WUM)

The human papillomavirus (HPV) belongs to a family of over 200 classified papillomaviruses—some of which cause 
mild but bothersome conditions, while others lead to deadly diseases such as cervical, anal, vulvar, vaginal cancers, and 
nasopharyngeal cancers. HPV is a small, non-enveloped DNA virus that infects the skin and mucous membrane cells. 
It has a circular, double-stranded genome that encodes six early proteins responsible for viral replication and two late 
proteins, L1 and L2, which are the structural proteins of the virus3. 

Due to its widespread prevalence and association with the development of various cancers, HPV poses a significant public 
health challenge worldwide. While not every type of HPV causes cancer, the International Agency for Research on Cancer 
(IARC) categorizes HPV types as either low-risk or high-risk based on their oncogenic potential. 

•	 Low-risk/low-oncogenic types typically cause benign skin lesions such as common and flat warts (HPV types 1, 2, 3, 
4, 10), or conditions like genital warts and laryngeal papillomas (HPV types 6, 11)4.

•	 High-risk/oncogenic types (HPV types 16, 18, 31, 33, 35, 39, 45, 51, 52, 56, 58, 59, 66, 68, 70, 82) are involved in the 
pathogenesis of cervical, penile, vulvar, vaginal, anal, and some head and neck cancers. The first two types (HPV 16 
and 18) are most commonly associated with cervical changes that lead to cancer. It is estimated that about half of 
cervical cancer cases are caused by HPV type 16 infection, and about one in five cases by HPV type 18 infection5.

HPV infection is one of the most common viral infections among humans. It is estimated that approximately 80% of 
the population will have contact with an HPV carrier at some point in their lives6. Both women and men, regardless of 
gender, are affected, and there have also been reported cases of infections in animals.

HPV infection is most prevalent among adolescents and young adults who have recently become sexually active, 
although transmission can occur at any age. It is important to remember that HPV can persist in the mucous mem-
brane for a very long time and cause cancers even many years after the initial infection. Women are considered more 
susceptible to chronic HPV infections due to the high risk of developing cervical cancer, which is the most frequently 
cited disease caused by HPV infection. 

HPV transmission occurs primarily through sexual contact, including vaginal, anal, and oral intercourse. The virus can 
also be transmitted through skin-to-skin contact in the genital area, as well as from mother to child during childbirth 
or through close contact in the early years of a child’s life 7,8.  
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Many HPV infections are asymptomatic and resolve spontaneously, but many lead to persistent disease, including 
the development of cancer9. Treatment for HPV primarily focuses on managing skin lesions. Currently, there is no 
effective treatment that can eliminate the virus from the body10. 

HPV is one of the most significant infectious agents with oncogenic properties, meaning it has the ability to cause 
cellular transformation and lead to cancer11. Cancers associated with HPV continue to be a major cause of cancer 
incidence in both men and women. HPV infection is responsible for approximately 5% of all cancers worldwide, 
and it is estimated that each year, 625,600 women and 69,400 men worldwide are diagnosed with HPV-related 
cancer12.

HPV types 16 and 18 are associated with approximately 70% of cervical cancer cases. HPV infection is also etiologically 
linked to the development of other diseases13 Recent data confirms that oncogenic HPV DNA has been isolated in 91% 
of anal cancer samples. Additionally, HPV etiology is present in 7 out of 10 cases of vaginal cancer and 4 out of 10 cases 
of vulvar cancer14.

In Poland, approximately 4,400 cases of HPV-related malignant cancers are 
recorded annually in women and 1,600 in men15. Every day, 6 Polish women 
learn they have cervical cancer, and 4 Polish women die from this disease16,  
which in 99% of cases is caused by HPV infection17.   

Some cancers resulting from HPV infection are among the few that can be prevented through vaccination. Despite 
medical advancements such as vaccines that protect against the oncogenic consequences of HPV infection, cervical 
cancer remains frequently diagnosed in Poland, including among young women. In 2020, 3,862 women received this 
diagnosis, and 2,137 of them died18. It is important to note that, in addition to oncological diseases, HPV also contrib-
utes to precancerous changes in the cervix18. When combined with preventive screenings, HPV vaccination serves as an 
effective tool in reducing cervical cancer incidence.

An often overlooked, yet extremely troublesome condition caused by HPV is genital warts (condylomata acuminata), 
which are primarily caused by HPV genotypes 6 and 11. Although benign, these warts frequently recur and are difficult 
to treat19.  
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HPV VACCINATION  
– A VACCINE THAT PROTECTS AGAINST CANCER

One of the most effective ways to prevent HPV infection is through prophylaxis in the form of vaccination. Vaccines  can 
help prevent certain types of cervical, vulvar, vaginal, anal, and penile cancers associated with HPV, as well as other dis-
eases caused by HPV, such as genital warts (condylomata acuminata). In countries with high HPV vaccination coverage, 
there has been a significant reduction in HPV infections, precancerous cervical lesions, cervical cancer, and genital warts20. 

The best example of the effectiveness of widespread HPV vaccination for 
adolescents is the vaccination program introduced in Australia in 2007 and 
consistently implemented to this day. It is projected that, thanks to HPV 
vaccinations and concurrent cervical screenings among women, Australia will 
be the first country to eliminate cervical cancer as a public health issue.  
This goal is expected to be achieved by 202821. 

Similarly, in the United Kingdom, the national HPV vaccination program has led to the near-total elimination of cervical 
cancer among women born after September 1, 1995, who were vaccinated at the ages of 12-1322.

Research indicates that after several years of routine, widespread vaccination in developed countries, the prevalence 
of HPV types 16 and 18 among girls aged 13-19 decreased by 83%, and the prevalence of HPV types 31, 33, and 45 
decreased by 54%. In Australia, there has been a 64% reduction in genital warts, which is a testament to the effective-
ness and widespread reach of HPV vaccination in the population23. 

In 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) adopted the “Global Strategy to Accelerate the Elimination of Cervical 
Cancer as a Public Health Problem.” In doing so, the world committed to eliminating cervical cancer24. Consequently, 
53 member states of the WHO European Region developed the “Action Plan to Accelerate the Elimination of Cervical 
Cancer as a Public Health Problem in the WHO European Region 2022-2030.”25. The plan aims for 90% of girls under 15 
living in the region to be vaccinated against HPV, 70% of women to be screened with a high-performance test before the age 
of 35 and again before 45, and 90% of women diagnosed with cervical disease to receive treatment. The Polish government 
has decided to join the program and achieve WHO’s goals in eliminating HPV infections through population-wide vaccination 
of adolescents26.

The best immune response is achieved by vaccinating individuals aged 9 to 15 who have not yet initiated sexual activ-
ity. The National Oncology Strategy, established in 2022, introduced free, universal HPV vaccination for girls and boys. 

In Poland, HPV vaccinations are included in the National Immunization Program as recommended vaccines for all 
individuals over the age of 9 , with no upper age limit. In 2023, Poland, as the last country in the European Union, 
introduced a program of free HPV vaccinations for girls and boys between the ages of 11 and 14,  using two vaccines: 
the 2-valent and the 9-valent vaccines. The choice of vaccine is made by the physician in consultation with the par-
ents. The program continues in 2024 for  children born in 2011 and 2012. For adolescents under 18, the 2-valent vac-
cine is available free of charge under pharmacy reimbursement, and for individuals over 18, it is available with a 50%  
co-payment. 
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As part of the HPV vaccination program in Poland, which has been implemented since June 1, 2023, two vaccines are 
available free of charge: the 2-valent vaccine, targeting HPV-16 and HPV-18, is intended for the prevention of precan-
cerous genital and anal lesions (cervix, vulva, vagina, and anus) and cervical and anal cancer. The 9-valent vaccine, 
targeting HPV-6, 11, 16, 18, 31, 33, 45, 52, and 58, protects against precancerous lesions and cancers of the cervix, vulva, 
vagina, and anus, as well as genital warts (condylomata acuminata). HPV vaccinations under the program are adminis-
tered in two doses. The interval between these doses is between 6 and 12 months27,28.

3	 WHO https://www.who.int/teams/health-product-policy-and-standards/standards-and-specifications/vaccine-standardization/human-papillo
mavirus, dostęp online 15 czerwca 2024

4	 Liu H, Zeng C, Jiang M, Dai Y, Xu M, Zhou F, Wang Y, Pulliero A, Sobierajski T, Nesser W, Matsuura M, Wang L, Wu J, Ji M. Study on the prevalence and 
subtypes of human papillomavirus infection among women in the Xuhui District, Shanghai City, China. Transl Cancer Res. 2023 Oct 31;12(10):2923-2931

5	 Kares S, Veijalainen O, Kholová I, Tirkkonen M, Vuento R, Huhtala H, Tuimala V, Mäenpää J, Kujala P. HIGH-RISK HPV testing as the primary screening 
method in an organized regional screening program for cervical cancer: the value of HPV16 and HPV18 genotyping? APMIS. 2019 Nov;127(11):710-716.

6	 https://www.termedia.pl/mz/Z-niecierpliwoscia-czekamy-na-szczepienia-przeciwko-wirusowi-brodawczaka-ludzkiego-,41281.html [dostęp kwiecień 2024]
7	 https://szczepienia.pzh.gov.pl/dla-lekarzy/szczepienia-hpv/o-wirusie-hpv-i-chorobach/ [dostęp kwiecień 2024]
8	 https://www.nowafarmacja.pl/blog/wirus-hpv-a-ciaza [dostęp kwiecień 2024]
9	 https://szczepienia.pzh.gov.pl/dla-lekarzy/szczepienia-hpv/o-wirusie-hpv-i-chorobach/ [dostęp kwiecień 2024]
10	 https://www.mp.pl/pacjent/choroby-zakazne/choroby/zakazenia-wirusowe/292351,hpv-wirus-brodawczaka-ludzkiego-objawy-leczenie-

badania-i-rokowania [dostęp kwiecień 2024]
11	 https://szczepienia.pzh.gov.pl/dla-lekarzy/szczepienia-hpv/o-wirusie-hpv-i-chorobach/ [dostęp kwiecień 2024]
12	 de Martel et al, Lancet Global Health 2019, https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/31862245/ dostęp kwiecień 2024]
13	 de Martel C, Georges D, Bray F, Ferlay J, Clifford GM. Global burden of cancer attributable to infections in 2018: a worldwide incidence analysis. 

Lancet Glob Health. 2020 Feb;8(2)
14	 Sobierajski T, Rzymski P, Małecka I, Augustynowicz E. Trust in Physicians in the Context of HPV Vaccination of Children from the Perspective of 

Social Exchange Theory: A Representative Study of Polish Parents. Vaccines (Basel). 2023 Oct 20;11(10):1618
15	 Raport „Powszechny program szczepień przeciw HPV. Przewidywane skutki zdrowotne dla populacji oraz dla systemu ochrony zdrowia w Polsce”, 

Agencja Badań Medycznych, 2024
16	 https://szczepienia.pzh.gov.pl/europejski-tydzien-profilaktyki-raka-szyjki-macicy-2023/ (dostęp: 3.04.2024)
17	 WHO, Cervical cancer, 2024 https://www.who.int/health-topics/cervical-cancer#tab=tab_12
18	 GLOBOCAN 2020_cases and deaths by Cervical cancer in Poland (v1.0) https://gco.iarc.who.int/media/globocan/factsheets/populations/616-

poland-fact-sheet.pdf (dostep kwiecien 2024)
19	 Murray ML, Meadows J, Doré CJ, Copas AJ et all.  Human papillomavirus infection: protocol for a randomised controlled trial of imiquimod cream 

(5%) versus podophyllotoxin cream (0.15%), in combination with quadrivalent human papillomavirus or control vaccination in the treatment and 
prevention of recurrence of anogenital warts (HIPvac trialBMC Med Res Methodol. 2018 Nov 6;18(1):125. doi: 10.1186/s12874-018-0581-z.)

20	 Lei J, Ploner A, Elfström KM, Wang J, Roth A, Fang F, Sundström K, Dillner J, Sparén P. HPV Vaccination and the Risk of Invasive Cervical Cancer.  
N Engl J Med. 2020 Oct 1;383(14):1340-1348

21	 Patel C, Brotherton JM, Pillsbury A, Jayasinghe S, Donovan B, Macartney K, Marshall H. The impact of 10 years of human papillomavirus (HPV) 
vaccination in Australia: what additional disease burden will a nonavalent vaccine prevent? Euro Surveill. 2018 Oct;23(41):1700737.

22	 Markowitz LE, Drolet M, Lewis RM, Lemieux-Mellouki P, Pérez N, Jit M, Brotherton JM, Ogilvie G, Kreimer AR, Brisson M. Human papillomavirus 
vaccine effectiveness by number of doses: Updated systematic review of data from national immunization programs. Vaccine. 2022 Sep 
2;40(37):5413-5432.

23	 Khawar L. et al.,Genital warts trends in Australian and overseas-born people in Australia: A cross-sectional trend analysis to measure progress 
towards control and elimination; Lancet Reg Health West Pac. 2021 Nov; 16: 100251. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8403758/ 
[dostęp kwiecień 2024]

24	 Bedell SL, Goldstein LS, Goldstein AR, Goldstein AT. Cervical Cancer Screening: Past, Present, and Future. Sex Med Rev. 2020 Jan;8(1):28-37.
25	 Colzani E, Johansen K, Johnson H, Pastore Celentano L. Human papillomavirus vaccination in the European Union/European Economic Area and 

globally: a moral dilemma. Euro Surveill. 2021 Dec;26(50):2001659.
26	 Baker P, Kelly D, Medeiros R, Morrissey M, Price R. Eliminating HPV-caused cancers in Europe: Achieving the possible. J Cancer Policy. 2021 Jun; 

28:100280.
27	 https://www.gov.pl/web/zdrowie/o-szczepionce (dostęp: 3.04.2024)
28	 https://szczepienia.pzh.gov.pl/faq/jakie-szczepionki-przeciw-hpv-sa-dostepne-na-rynku/ dostęp 10.06.2024
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FEARS OF POLES 
REGARDING CANCER
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WHAT DISEASES DO POLES FEAR?

ATTITUDES AND FEARS  
OF POLES REGARDING CANCER

In 2023, a study was conducted by the Sociomedical Research Center at the University of Warsaw and the Institute of 
Patient Rights and Health Education with the aim of understanding which diseases Poles fear the most. According to the 
respondents, nearly two-thirds (62%) of individuals are most afraid of developing cancer. As a result, cancer emerged 
as the most feared disease among Poles, surpassing cardiovascular diseases, dementia-related illnesses, and chronic 
diseases.

The fear of cancer was notably strong across all demographic groups, regardless of gender, age, place of residence, or 
socioeconomic status. 

CANCER 
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ATTITUDES TOWARD  
CANCER VACCINATION

In connection with the above, during the April 2024 study discussed in this publication, conducted under the direc-
tion of Professor Tomasz Sobierajski and by the aforementioned organizations, Poles were asked whether they would 
choose to receive a vaccination that would significantly protect them from developing cancer if such an option were 
available.

The study results revealed that the vast majority of respondents (85%) stated they would take such a preventive meas-
ure. Within this group, half of the respondents indicated that they would not hesitate to get vaccinated (43% of the 
total population), while the other half (42% of the total population) would need to think it over and/or consult with 
a doctor before deciding. Only 6% of respondents declared that they would not get vaccinated, and 9% were unde-
cided. 

WOULD YOU ACCEPT A VACCINE  
THAT WOULD SIGNIFICANTLY  
PROTECT AGAINST CANCER?

Yes, I wouldn’t hesitate at all

Yes, but I would need to think about it and/or discuss it with my doctor

No, I wouldn’t get vaccinated

I don’t know / It’s hard to say

42%

6%
9%

43%
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Men were more likely than women to say they would get vaccinated without hesitation if a vaccine effectively pro-
tected against cancer (48% of men vs. 38% of women). Conversely, women were more likely than men to indicate that 
they would need time to think it over and consult with a doctor (46% of women vs. 39% of men).

The likelihood of getting such a vaccine also increases with age. The youngest respondents, those under 24, were less 
likely to get a cancer-protective vaccine without hesitation compared to those over 65 (30% of those aged 18-24 vs. 
53% of those aged 65 and older). Additionally, the higher the level of education, the greater the willingness to get vac-
cinated without hesitation (27% for those with primary education vs. 49% for those with higher education). Reluctance 
to receive this type of vaccination was noticeably higher among the youngest respondents and those with primary or 
vocational education.
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Professor Tomasz Sobierajski, Ph.D. in Medical Sciences and Health Sciences 
Head of the Sociomedical Research Center 

Institute of Applied Social Sciences 
University of Warsaw

Cancer prevention is a crucial component of public health that not only 
saves lives but also improves the quality of life for individuals and reduces 
the burden on healthcare systems. Preventive measures, including regular 
screenings and vaccinations, play a vital role in cancer prevention.

Regular screenings allow for the early detection of diseases when they are 
most treatable and have the highest chances of being cured. For example, 
in the case of cervical cancer, regular Pap smears can detect precancerous 
changes, enabling intervention before the development of full-blown disease.

Vaccinations against viruses that can lead to cancer, such as the HPV virus, 
are another key tool in cancer prevention. These vaccinations are an effective 
method of protection against infection and the development of HPV-related 
cancers, including cervical cancer, as well as other cancers in the genital area.

Promoting public health through cancer prevention not only reduces the 
number of cases but also alleviates the strain on healthcare systems and 
lowers treatment costs. Therefore, educating the public and providing access 
to effective preventive methods, including screenings and vaccinations, are 
essential for further progress in cancer prevention and improving public 
health.
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KNOWLEDGE AND 
ATTITUDES OF 
POLES REGARDING 
INFECTIOUS DISEASES



19

KNOWLEDGE AND ATTITUDES OF POLES  
REGARDING INFECTIOUS DISEASES

When analyzing the results of the study on Poles’ knowledge about the human papillomavirus (HPV), it is also important 
to take a broader look at the health attitudes of our society toward infectious diseases. The previously mentioned study 
on health attitudes revealed that Poles generally exhibit relatively low concerns about infectious diseases.

Despite the fact that three infectious diseases have been identified by the World Health Organization (WHO) as signif-
icant health threats, Poles show only limited concern about contracting HIV and developing AIDS (24%), contracting 
COVID-19 (20%), or influenza (20%).

This low level of concern about infectious diseases may be due to a lack of adequate education and information about 
these risks, which also translates into insufficient preventive actions that could protect against virus-induced diseases. 
This attitude is reflected in the general lack of testing for carriers of viruses such as HPV, HCV, or HIV.

As part of the “Poles and HPV Vaccination” study, respondents were also asked about viral carriage. Three out of four 
respondents (74%) declared that they were not carriers of any virus. Only one in twelve individuals (8%) stated that 
they were virus carriers, while 18% indicated that they had no idea whether their bodies harbored any viruses. 

ARE YOU A CARRIER OF ANY VIRUS?

I am

I am not

I do not know

74%

18%
8%
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AGE EDUCATION INCOME PLACE OF RESIDENCE
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Research findings indicate that our knowledge about viral carriage is minimal. 
This categorical statement is supported by long-standing research based on 
swabs and samples from various parts of the body, which show that every 
individual is a carrier of viruses. Typically, we harbor several to even a dozen 
different strains of viruses within us. Some of these viruses may be more 
common than others, but regardless, our bodies serve as habitats for a variety 
of pathogens. Papillomaviruses, for instance, are among the most frequently 
detected in numerous studies. However, there are many other viruses that 
may reside in our bodies or on our skin, and their presence can be difficult to 
identify without specialized testing.

Moreover, many people may be unaware that they are carriers of viruses. 
Often, viral infections are asymptomatic or present with mild symptoms, 
making them difficult to recognize. Therefore, it is important to be aware that 
viruses can be present in our bodies, even if they do not cause any symptoms. 
This awareness can help in taking appropriate preventive measures, including 
regular testing and health monitoring, which in turn can contribute to the 
prevention of serious diseases associated with viral infections.

Professor Tomasz Sobierajski, Ph.D. in Medical Sciences and Health Sciences 
Head of the Sociomedical Research Center 

Institute of Applied Social Sciences 
University of Warsaw
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KNOWLEDGE AND ATTITUDES OF POLES  
REGARDING THE HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS (HPV)

Nearly three-quarters of respondents (73%) have heard of the human papillomavirus (HPV). Women are more likely to 
have heard of HPV than men (79% vs. 66%). Awareness of the virus is lowest among the youngest respondents, those 
up to 24 years old (64%), and those over 50 years old (70%). The highest awareness is found among individuals aged 
25-49 years (79%). Additionally, the higher the level of education, the more likely respondents are to have heard of the 
virus (for example, 81% of those with higher education vs. 68% of those with secondary education). People living in 
large cities are more likely to have heard of HPV than those living in small and medium-sized towns with populations 
up to 99,000. 

HAVE YOU HEARD OF THE HPV VIRUS  
(HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS)?

I have

I have not

72,9%

27,1%
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One in four respondents (27%) could not identify any route or method of transmission for the human papillomavirus 
(HPV). The most commonly identified mode of HPV transmission was sexual intercourse (51%), with women more likely 
to mention this than men (57% vs. 43%). This method was also more frequently identified by individuals aged 35 to 49 
years (57%), those with higher education (58%), and those with an income between 5,000 and 7,000 PLN (60%). The 
second most commonly mentioned mode of HPV transmission among respondents was contact with the blood of an 
infected person (25%), which is, in fact, not a possible transmission route for this virus. 

IN WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING SITUATIONS  
CAN ONE CONTRACT HPV (HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS)?

During sexual intercourse

Through contact with blood

Through contact with saliva

During kissing

Using someone else’s razor

Sitting on a public toilet seat

During a gynecological examination

Using a shared towel

During a visit to the dentist

Using showers, e.g., at the gym or fitness club

In a sauna

In a tanning bed

Through touch, contact with another person’s skin, e.g., a handshake

I don’t know / It’s hard to say

51%

25%

20%

13%

12%

11%

11%

11%

10%

9%

6%

6%

6%

27%

0 10 20 30 40 50 60
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Three out of ten respondents (31%) were unable to identify any disease caused by the human papillomavirus (HPV). 
Among the diseases that can be caused by HPV, cervical cancer was the most frequently mentioned (37%). Other dis-
eases linked to HPV infection were mentioned much less frequently, such as penile cancer (17%), vulvar cancer (12%), 
warts (11%), and anal cancer (10%). Some respondents also incorrectly identified diseases like herpes (17%) and liver 
cancer (8%) as being caused by HPV, though these conditions are caused by other viruses. 

WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING DISEASES DO YOU THINK  
ARE CAUSED BY HPV (HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS)?

Cervical cancer

Herpes

Penile cancer

Vulvar cancer

Anal cancer

Warts

Genital warts

Laryngeal cancer

Itchy rash on the body

Liver cancer

Tonsil cancer

Stroke

I don’t know / It’s hard to say

43%

0 10 20 30 40 50

20%

15%

15%

11%

11%

10%

9%

7%

7%

4%

2%

27%
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The above results clearly indicate that the knowledge of Poles regarding 
the HPV virus, its transmission routes, and the diseases it can cause leaves 
much to be desired. There is significant unawareness concerning this issue, 
which can lead to misconceptions about how the virus is transmitted and 
the diseases associated with it. We are facing misinformation regarding the 
transmission routes of HPV, as well as confusion in identifying the diseases 
linked to the virus. It is not uncommon for diseases (such as herpes), which are 
not related to HPV, to be mistakenly attributed to this virus, potentially leading 
to incorrect treatment or neglect of preventive measures.

It is not surprising that knowledge about HPV seems to be more widespread 
among women, likely due to previous educational campaigns targeted mainly 
at this demographic. However, even among women, particularly the youngest 
and oldest groups, the knowledge on this topic is not sufficiently high. This is 
particularly important because the youngest group is often sexually active and 
more susceptible to the risks associated with HPV infection. Therefore, further 
educational efforts are needed, tailored to different age groups and genders, 
to increase awareness about HPV and the diseases related to it.

Professor Tomasz Sobierajski, Ph.D. in Medical Sciences and Health Sciences 
Head of the Sociomedical Research Center Institute of Applied Social Sciences 

University of Warsaw
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HAVE YOU HEARD OF THE HPV VACCINE  
(HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS VACCINE)?

KNOWLEDGE AND ATTITUDES 
REGARDING HPV VACCINATION

Half of the respondents had heard of the HPV vaccine (51%). Women were more likely to have heard about it than 
men (57% vs. 45%). Awareness of the HPV vaccine was higher among individuals aged 35 to 49 (60%) compared to 
the youngest group under 24 years old (42%), those with higher education (58%), and people living in large cities with 
populations over 200,000 (57%).

I have

I have not

51,3%48,7%
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IN YOUR OPINION, CAN THE HPV VACCINE  
(HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS VACCINE) BE ADMINISTERED:

One-third of respondents (35%) believe that the HPV vaccine can be administered at any age, while a similar proportion 
(33%) think it can only be given during childhood or adolescence. About one in nine respondents (11%) believe that the 
vaccine is only for adults, and one in five (21%) do not know the appropriate age for HPV vaccination. Women are signif-
icantly more likely than men to believe that the HPV vaccine should be administered during childhood or adolescence 
(39% of women vs. 24% of men). On the other hand, men are more likely than women to believe that the vaccine can 
only be given to adults (7% of women vs. 19% of men). 

AGE EDUCATION INCOME PLACE OF RESIDENCE
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IN YOUR OPINION, IS THE HPV VACCINE  
(HUMAN PAPILLOMAVIRUS VACCINE) INTENDED FOR:

Six out of ten respondents (62%) stated that the HPV vaccine is gender-neutral and applies to both girls/women and 
boys/men. One in five respondents (19%) believed that it only applies to girls/women, while only 7% thought it was 
solely for boys/men. 

AGE EDUCATION INCOME PLACE OF RESIDENCE
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WOULD YOU LIKE TO GET VACCINATED  
AGAINST HPV?

Among those who had heard of the HPV vaccine, only 5% reported being vaccinated (equally among women and men). 
A total of 27% of respondents expressed a willingness to get vaccinated. One in five individuals in this group (22%) 
stated that they would not want to get vaccinated, while nearly half (46%) had no opinion on the matter. 

AGE EDUCATION INCOME PLACE OF RESIDENCE
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Respondents who declared that they did not want to get vaccinated against HPV or chose the “I don’t know” option—
making up 68% of all respondents—were asked about the reasons for their stance. The most commonly cited reason 
was a lack of sufficient knowledge about the HPV vaccine (29%), followed by a lack of sufficient knowledge about HPV 
itself (25%) and concerns about possible side effects from the vaccine (21%). One in four respondents (23%) could not 
specify any reason.

Young people, particularly those under 34 years old, were most likely to cite a lack of knowledge about HPV and the 
HPV vaccine. In this group, approximately one-third of respondents indicated that they lacked sufficient knowledge in 
these areas.

The respondents who said they would not want to get vaccinated against HPV or were unsure were then asked a fol-
low-up question: “HPV, which is primarily transmitted sexually, is the cause of many diseases and can lead to cancers 
such as cervical cancer, vulvar cancer, anal cancer, penile cancer, and throat cancer. It also causes genital warts (con-
dylomata acuminata). HPV is highly contagious, and over 80% of people will carry this virus at some point in their lives. 
The HPV vaccine is highly effective in preventing cancers such as cervical, vulvar, anal, and penile cancers. Knowing this, 
would you choose to vaccinate your child against HPV?”

In response to this question, 44% of those who were initially unsure or against vaccination said that after receiving this 
information about HPV, they would choose to get vaccinated. However, 17% still said they would not get vaccinated, 
and 40% remained uncertain, choosing the “I don’t know” option. 

KNOWING WHAT HAS BEEN PRESENTED ABOVE,  
WOULD YOU VACCINATE YOUR CHILD AGAINST HPV?

I would

I would not

I do not know

16,5%

40%
43,5%
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CONCLUSIONS
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The analysis of data concerning the knowledge and attitudes of Poles toward 
HPV vaccination highlights significant public health challenges. Although half of 
those who had heard of the vaccine expressed some knowledge about it, detailed 
understanding of the vaccination and its target groups remains low. Addition-

ally, two-thirds of respondents expressed hesitation or uncertainty about getting 
vaccinated against HPV, representing a substantial group of potential patients. 

Research indicates that these attitudes are strongly associated with a lack of knowl-
edge about the vaccine and the risks associated with HPV infection. It is important to 

note that uncertainty about getting vaccinated often stems from fears of potential side 
effects, which are also correlated with a lack of information. However, a relatively small per-

centage of individuals expressed a clear unwillingness to be vaccinated, downplaying the significance of HPV infection and 
its potential consequences.

An interesting observation is the lack of significant percentage differences between men and women, both among those 
who have been vaccinated and those who express a willingness to be vaccinated. This suggests that education about HPV 
vaccination should be presented in a gender-neutral manner, applicable to both children and adults. Strengthening educa-
tional efforts could help increase awareness of the benefits of HPV vaccination and reduce resistance to it.

The conclusions drawn from this data underscore the need to continue and expand educational programs on HPV vaccina-
tion, with a focus on providing accurate information about the safety and efficacy of the vaccine. These efforts could help 
build public trust in vaccinations, which in turn could accelerate the achievement of the goal of eliminating HPV infections 
and related diseases.

Professor Tomasz Sobierajski, Ph.D. in Medical Sciences and Health Sciences 
Head of the Sociomedical Research Center 

Institute of Applied Social Sciences 
University of Warsaw

Professor Tomasz Sobierajski
A sociologist, methodologist, socio-medical researcher, social vaccinologist, interpersonal and medical communica-
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Research at the University of Warsaw. He is the author of numerous international scientific publications in the fields 
of sociology, interpersonal communication, social vaccinology, and public health. He has authored and co-authored 
several textbooks for medical professionals on patient communication. Professor Sobierajski conducts socio-medical 
research in collaboration with the Medical University of Warsaw, the National Institute of Public Health - National Insti-
tute of Hygiene, the National Medicines Institute, the Medical University of Silesia, the Medical University of Poznań, 
the Medical University of Łódź, the University of Bergen, and the University of Alabama. He is the recipient of awards 
for outstanding scientific and educational achievements from the rectors of the University of Warsaw and the Medical 
University of Warsaw, as well as awards for the best publications in prestigious scientific journals. For the past 15 years, 
he has trained medical personnel in patient communication and socio-medical research methodology.
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In line with the World Health Organization’s (WHO) global strategy, every coun-
try, including Poland, aims to achieve a cervical cancer incidence rate of below 
4 per 100,000 women through vaccination, screening, and timely treatment. 
Achieving this goal requires the involvement of all stakeholders and collabora-

tion across multiple levels.

A groundbreaking event toward achieving this goal in Poland was the introduc-
tion, on June 1, 2023, of the program of free HPV vaccinations for girls and boys aged 

11 to 14. Poland, as the last country in the European Union, decided to finance protection 
against HPV-related diseases for selected age groups of adolescents. By the end of 2023, only about 

20% of the target population had taken advantage of the free vaccinations under the program (according to the assump-
tions of the National Oncology Strategy, at least 60% should be vaccinated by the end of 2028).

The introduction of a universal HPV vaccination program represents an important step towards improving public health 
in Poland. However, the public’s response to the availability of HPV prevention, as well as the program’s implementation, 
is still insufficient. The program faces many barriers and challenges, which result in unsatisfactory outcomes.

Therefore, together with experts, patient organizations, and journalists, we must continue to inform and educate the 
public about HPV, the cancers it can cause, and the value of vaccinations, which in the long term will help eliminate HPV 
in our population.

To improve the situation, it is essential to engage experts, patient organizations, and the media in educational and infor-
mational campaigns, as well as to implement the improvements proposed by experts and patient organizations in the 
program’s execution. These include introducing HPV vaccinations in schools, reducing administrative barriers in program 
implementation (e.g., simplifying the procedures for enrolling in and administering vaccinations through primary care 
providers), enhancing the reporting system, revising the pricing of services, introducing publicly accessible monitoring of 
vaccination implementation, and conducting information and education campaigns targeted at various demographic 
groups.

The findings presented in this report confirm the urgent need for changes and intensified efforts in HPV prevention. 
Increasing public awareness and promoting health-positive behaviors can significantly improve outcomes in the area of 
HPV-related cancers, even in the next generation. 

Igor Grzesiak 
Institute of Patient Rights and Health Education
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Health stands as the highest value in the hierarchy of life priorities within Polish 
society. In a 2019 CBOS survey, over 55% of respondents considered maintain-
ing good health, alongside family happiness (80%), as one of the most impor-
tant aspects of life. However, not all ailments evoke equal concern among the 
population. For years, cancer and strokes have been the most feared, while 

infectious diseases provoke the least concern. The low level of anxiety regard-
ing infectious diseases may stem from a lack of adequate education and infor-

mation about these threats. Meanwhile, effective prevention, including regular 
check-ups and vaccinations, is crucial in preventing serious illnesses. In particular, 

HPV, which is linked to multiple cancers and presents a significant challenge for individu-
als and society, requires much more attention and educational efforts.

In the face of global challenges related to infectious diseases, important issues emerge concerning fear, social support, 
and preventive actions, making the analysis of societal health attitudes a critical area of research. Studies on public 
awareness and health attitudes of selected populations are a vital source of information on the health condition of soci-
ety and serve as a guide for health policymakers, institutions working in this field, and media and non-governmental 
organizations conducting educational and informational activities. In the context of significant health crises, the chal-
lenge often lies not only in convincing individuals to adopt specific health-promoting behaviors but also in understanding 
patient attitudes and motivations. This understanding is essential for building credible messaging, consistent commu-
nication, and tailoring arguments and actions to specific patient groups. This is especially significant today, in times of 
declining trust in scientific paradigms, when understanding the determinants of health behaviors becomes crucial for the 
health of millions of people worldwide.

Health education is a key element in combating fears related to diseases and in changing health attitudes. Knowledge 
about prevention, early disease detection, and available support forms will lead to higher rates of individuals regularly 
undergoing preventive examinations. The results of the conducted research indicate an urgent need for effective educa-
tional and informational efforts in the area of HPV. These efforts should aim to increase understanding of the value of this 
vaccination (particularly in preventing cancer), build trust in protective vaccinations, and raise public awareness about 
the health benefits of this form of prevention. Only then can we expect improved vaccination rates and the achievement 
of the goal of eradicating this virus and significantly reducing cancers of intimate areas and other burdensome HPV-re-
lated diseases.

Patrycja Rzucidło-Zając 
Institute of Patient Rights and Health Education



The Sociomedical Research Center (Ośrodek Badań Socjomedycznych, OBS) is the first innovative research space in 
Poland dedicated to comprehensively exploring the complex relationships between medicine, public health, and soci-
ology. The center’s mission is to provide interdisciplinary and practical knowledge that serves as a source of inspiration 
for creating long-term strategies aimed at improving the quality of life for individuals and communities.

The primary objectives of OBS include conducting multidisciplinary socio-medical research, with a focus on under-
standing the knowledge, attitudes, and practices of both the medical care community and patients. The analyses 
produced from these studies consider all aspects of health-physical, mental, and social-in accordance with the guide-
lines of the World Health Organization (WHO). These analyses provide recommendations that, when implemented, can 
enhance the psychophysical well-being of specific social groups. Drawing on its scientific research experience, OBS also 
engages in educational and training activities that support the healthcare sector and patient organizations.

The work of OBS focuses on the following areas:
•	 Sociology of Health and Illness: Addressing the psychosocial situation of patients with rare diseases, lifestyle dis-

eases, urban-affected diseases, social attitudes toward antibiotic resistance, and the analysis of diagnostic pro-
cesses.

•	 Social Vaccinology: Exploring socio-vaccinological determinants of vaccination, social perceptions of vaccines, and 
acceptance of vaccinations.

•	 Public Health: Managing group processes within healthcare, and analyzing social processes from a One Health 
perspective.

•	 Sociology of Education: Emphasizing lifelong learning, career counseling, and career path development.
•	 Interpersonal and Medical Communication: Focusing on self-presentation, nonverbal communication, communi-

cation in conflict situations, and doctor-patient communication.
•	 Neurosociology: Involving trendwatching, cognitive science, and interpersonal neurobiology.
•	 Evaluation and Monitoring: Designing and analyzing evaluation processes in education and health.
•	 Social Research Methodology: Covering survey research, research ethics, questionnaire design methodology, and 

qualitative research.

This comprehensive approach allows OBS to contribute significantly to the intersection of sociology and medicine, pro-
moting strategies that address the diverse challenges faced by contemporary healthcare and society.

SOCIOMEDICAL RESEARCH CENTER 



The HPV Elimination Forum is an interdisciplinary initiative established by patient organizations and experts special-
izing in infectious diseases, oncology, and health education. Its primary aim is to conduct educational and advocacy 
activities related to the human papillomavirus (HPV), to continuously monitor data and analyze the situation regarding 
the implementation of vaccination programs, and to monitor long-term indicators related to HPV-related cancers and 
other diseases caused by HPV.

The creation of the HPV Elimination Forum was driven by the need to address the growing health problem of increasing 
HPV-related diseases. The Forum seeks to identify long-term, priority strategic solutions that should be implemented 
in the near future in the areas of HPV prevention and education. According to the National Oncology Strategy, at least 
60% of children in the designated age group should be vaccinated by the end of 2028.

The HPV Elimination Forum achieves its goals by developing proposals for effective systemic solutions aimed at increas-
ing HPV vaccination rates, particularly among boys, reducing the incidence of new HPV-related cancers, improving 
public awareness of HPV and its links to cancer, promoting preventive screenings, and educating the public about 
transmission routes and protection methods.

The initiators of the HPV Elimination Forum are non-governmental organizations representing patients and working 
in the field of public health: the GrowSPACE Foundation, the SEXEDPL Foundation, the National Organization Kwiat 
Kobiecości, the OnkoCafe Foundation - Together Better, and the Spa for Cancer Friends for Cancer Foundation. The 
project is implemented by the Institute of Patient Rights and Health Education. The HPV Elimination Forum is supported 
by MSD, which provides the necessary support and resources to fulfill its mission.

HPV ELIMINATION FORUM 



The Institute of Patient Rights and Health Education is a foundation established in 2004 at the initiative of Father Ark-
adiusz Nowak. The foundation conducts a wide range of projects in the field of health education, including social and 
educational campaigns, organizing debates, conferences, and training sessions, as well as regular meetings with poli-
cymakers in the healthcare sector.

As part of its work, the Institute also produces reports and analyses on current health issues and patient rights. We 
collaborate with approximately 300 organizations representing patients from across Poland, as well as with healthcare 
experts both in Poland and abroad.

The mission of the Institute of Patient Rights and Health Education is to support systemic solutions aimed at improving 
the situation of patients and to influence the shaping of health-positive attitudes among Poles. The Institute embodies 
the concept of multi-dimensional partnership in its activities.

The vision of the Institute is to remain a credible, transparent institution that is responsive to the needs identified 
through social diagnosis. In its activities, the Institute will strive to further consolidate and professionalize the non-gov-
ernmental sector working for the benefit of patients so that these organizations become significant partners in the 
decision-making process within the healthcare system.

INSTITUTE OF PATIENT RIGHTS  
AND HEALTH EDUCATION 
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