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HPV-related head and neck cancers prevention and treatment

Abstract:

Head and neck squamous cell carcinoma (HNSCC) is the sixth most common cancer world-
wide with an increasing trend of its incidence. Alcohol consumption, smoking, and viral infec-
tions, such as the mucosal high risk (HR) human papillomaviruses (HPVs) are major risk fac-
tors for HNSCC development. HPV-driven HNSCC incidence is increasing in Europe and North 
America, while the incidence of mucosal HR HPV-positive HNSCCs in low-income countries is 
still low. Tobacco and alcohol consumption, in fact, remain the principal risk factors in these 
countries. HR HPVs are mainly associated with a subset of oropharyngeal squamous cell car-
cinoma (OPSCC), while other head and neck sites are marginally affected by HPV infection. 

Although no identifiable pre-malignant lesions have been characterized for HPV-related 
HNSCC and no screening programs are available, OPSCC, prevalently associated to HPV 
16 infections, in the near future will be prevented by HPV vaccinations programs, slowly im-
plemented also in young men. In the mean time, besides the current development of more 
effective biomarkers, innovative less invasive de-escalating treatment will be used including 
Low-Dose Radiation.
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