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Background

Get the Facts About Gynecologic Cancer

The Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention (CDC), 

in	collaboration	with	the	U.S.	

Department	of	Health	and	Human	Services’	Office	on	

Women’s	Health,	developed	the	Inside Knowledge: Get the 

Facts About Gynecologic Cancer campaign.  This initiative 

supports	the	Gynecologic	Cancer	Education	and	Awareness	

Act	of	2005,	or	Johanna’s	Law.	

Objectives
The principal objectives of Inside Knowledge are to:

•		Increase	awareness	among	women	and	health	care	 

providers about the signs, symptoms, risk factors,  

screening, and prevention strategies related to the five  

main types of gynecologic cancer:  cervical, ovarian,  

uterine, vaginal, and vulvar.

•		Encourage	women	to	pay	attention	to	their	bodies	and	 

know what is normal for them, in order to increase recognition 

of warning signs and symptoms.

•		Encourage	women	to	see	a	health	care	provider	and	ask	

about gynecologic cancers when faced with warning signs.

Methods
The CDC research team conducted formative research  

in	2009	with	women	in	7	cities	across	the	United	States.		 

In 48 focus groups with 408 women aged 40-60, we explored 

knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors related to 

gynecologic cancer and tested creative approaches to ensure 

effectiveness	of	campaign	materials.		Focus	groups	were	held	in:

•	 Atlanta
•	 Chicago
•	 Houston
•	 Las	Vegas

•	 Los	Angeles	
•	 Miami
•	 New	York	City
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Gynecologic cancer (GY-neh-kuh-LAH-jik 
KAN-ser):  Cancer of the female reproductive 
organs, including the cervix, fallopian tubes, 
ovaries, uterus, vagina, and vulva.

Gynecologic oncologist (GY-neh-kuh-
LAH-jik on-KAH-loh-jist):  A doctor who 
specializes in treating cancers of the female 
reproductive organs.

Hereditary nonpolyposis colon cancer 
(her-ED-it-ayr-ee nahn-pah-lip-OH-sis 
KOHL-uhn KAN-ser):  A disorder inherited 
through one’s parents that causes a 
higher-than-normal chance of developing 
colorectal cancer and certain other types 
of cancer, including uterine and ovarian 
cancers, often before the age of 50.  Also 
called Lynch syndrome.

HIV or Human immunodeficiency virus 
(HYOO-mun im-YUH-noh-di-fish-uhn-
see VYE-rus):  The virus that causes AIDS, 
which increases one’s risk for developing 
certain cancers and infections by making 
one less able to fight off health problems. 

HPV or Human papillomavirus (HYOO-
mun pap-ah-LO-mah-VYE-rus):  A very 
common virus passed on during sex that 
can cause changes to cells.  At least 
50 percent of sexually active men and 
women will have HPV at some point in 
their lives.  Most of the time, people who 
become infected with HPV will not have any 
symptoms and the infection will clear up on 
its own.  However, when the infection does 
not clear up, it can cause normal cells to 
turn abnormal.  Over time, these abnormal 
cells can turn into cancer of the cervix, 
vagina, or vulva.    

HPV test:  A test where a doctor swabs the 
cervix for cells and then examines them to look 
for HPV.  This is often done at the same time as 
a Pap test for women aged 30 years and older.  
It also is used to provide more information 
when a Pap test has unclear results. 

Hysterectomy (HIS-teh-REK-toh-mee):  
Surgery to remove the uterus and, generally, 
the cervix.  When only the uterus is 
removed, it is called a partial hysterectomy.  
When the cervix also is removed, it is called 
a total hysterectomy.

Menopause (MEH-noh-PAWZ):  The time 
of life when a woman’s menstrual periods 
stop.  A woman is in menopause when she 
hasn’t had a period for 12 months in a row.   
Menopause, on average, happens between 
the ages of 45 and 55 years old or when a 
woman has her ovaries removed.   

Ovaries (OH-vereez):  Pair of female 
reproductive glands where the ova, or eggs, 
are formed.  The ovaries are located in the 
pelvis—one on each side of the uterus.  
Ovaries produce the hormones estrogen 
and progesterone.

Pap test:  A screening test where a 
doctor swabs the cervix for cells and then 
examines them under a microscope to look 
for changes on the cervix and early signs 
of cervical cancer, as well as precancerous 
changes on the cervix that can be treated.  
Cervical cancer is the only cancer that the 
Pap test screens for.  It does NOT screen for 
ovarian, uterine, vaginal, or vulvar cancers. 

Pelvis (PEL-vis):  The area below the 
stomach and in between the hip bones.

Abdomen (AB-doh-min):  The area of 
the body between the chest and pelvis 
containing the stomach, intestines, liver, 
and other organs.

Biopsy (BUY-op-SEE):  A test where a 
doctor removes a small piece of tissue that 
is then examined under a microscope to look 
for abnormal cells that may be cancerous. 

Bloating (BLOHT-ing):  When the area 
below your stomach swells or feels full. 

BRCA1 and BRCA2:  Both are human 
genes.  People with certain changes in the 
BRCA1 or BRCA2 genes are at increased 
risk of getting cancer, including breast 
and ovarian cancers.  The names BRCA1 
and BRCA2 stand for breast cancer 
susceptibility gene 1 and breast cancer 
susceptibility gene 2, respectively.

CA-125:  A protein that may be found 
in high amounts in the blood of patients 
with certain types of cancer, including 
ovarian cancer.  It also can be found in 
high amounts when other non-cancerous 
conditions are present, such as endometriosis, 
ovarian cysts, and uterine fibroids.  CA-125 
levels may also help track how well cancer 
treatments are working or if cancer has 
come back.  

Cancer (KAN-ser):  A group of diseases in 
which cells in the body grow out of control.  
These abnormal cells can begin in one part of 
the body and spread to other body parts.  There 
are many types of cancer.  Types of cancer 
are named for the part of the body where the 
abnormal cells first started growing, even if it 
spreads to other parts of the body later. 

Cell:  The basic unit that makes up  
all living things.   

Cervix (SUR-viks):  The lower, narrow end 
of the uterus that forms a canal between the 
uterus and vagina.

DES or Diethylstilbestrol (die-eth-il-
still-BES-stroll):  A man-made form of the 
hormone estrogen that was prescribed to 
pregnant women between about 1940 and 
1971 because it was thought to prevent 
miscarriages.  Doctors stopped using DES 
because it was found to be unsafe.

Diagnosis (DY-ug-NOH-sis):  The process 
of identifying a disease based on its signs 
and symptoms, and medical testing.

Endometriosis (END-oh-mee-tree-oh-sis):  
A condition where tissue from the lining of 
the uterus grows elsewhere in the body.

Estrogen (ES-troh-jin):  A type of hormone 
made by the body that helps women 
develop and maintain female sex traits.  
Man-made forms of estrogen may be 
used as a type of birth control and to treat 
symptoms of menopause, disorders related 
to a woman’s period, and other conditions. 

Fibroids (FY-broyd):  A non-cancerous 
tumor, commonly in the uterus. 

Follow-up:  Visits with your doctor for more 
testing or treatment. 

Gene (jeen):  The basic unit of heredity  
that holds information to build and maintain 
cells and pass genetic traits from parent  
to child. 

Glossary
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What is cervical cancer?
Cancer is a disease in which cells 
in the body grow out of control.  
Cancer is always named for the part 
of the body where it starts, even if it 
spreads to other body parts later.  

When cancer starts in the cervix, 
it is called cervical cancer.  The 
cervix is the lower, narrow end of 
the uterus.  The cervix connects the 
vagina (the birth canal) to the upper 
part of the uterus.  The uterus (or 
womb) is where a baby grows when 
a woman is pregnant.  

Vagina

Fallopian Tubes

Ovaries

Uterus

Cervix

Cervical cancer is the easiest 
gynecologic cancer to prevent with 
regular screening tests and follow-
up.  It also is highly curable when 
found and treated early.

Who gets cervical cancer?
All women are at risk for cervical 
cancer.  It occurs most often in 
women over age 30.  Each year, 
approximately 12,000 women in the 
United States get cervical cancer.

The human papillomavirus (HPV) is 
the main cause of cervical cancer.  
HPV is a common virus that is 
passed from one person to another 
during sex.  At least half of sexually 
active people will have HPV at some 
point in their lives, but few women 
will get cervical cancer. 

What are the symptoms?
Early on, cervical cancer may 
not cause signs and symptoms.  
Advanced cervical cancer may 
cause bleeding or discharge from 
the vagina that is not normal for 
you, such as bleeding after sex.   
If you have any of these signs,  
see your doctor.  They may be 
caused by something other than 
cancer, but the only way to know  
is to see your doctor.

Vulva

Are there tests that can 
prevent cervical cancer or 
find it early?
There are two tests that can either 
help prevent cervical cancer or  
find it early: 

•  The Pap test (or Pap smear) looks 
for precancers, cell changes, on 
the cervix that can be treated, so 
that cervical cancer is prevented.  
The Pap test also can find cervical 
cancer early, when treatment is 
most effective.  The Pap test is 
recommended for all women.  

  The Pap test only screens 
for cervical cancer.  It does 
not screen for any other 
gynecologic cancer.

•  The HPV test looks for 
HPV—the virus that can cause 
precancerous cell changes and 
cervical cancer.  Talk with your 
doctor, nurse, or other health 
care professional about whether 
the HPV test is right for you.  

Inside Knowledge is an initiative that 

supports the Gynecologic Cancer 

Education and Awareness Act of 2005, or 

Johanna’s Law, which was unanimously 

passed by the U.S. House and Senate in 

December of 2006, and signed into law 

in January 2007. 

There are five main types of cancer that affect a woman’s reproductive 

organs: cervical, ovarian, uterine, vaginal, and vulvar.  As a group, they 

are referred to as gynecologic (GY-neh-kuh-LAH-jik) cancer.  (A sixth 

type of gynecologic cancer is the very rare fallopian tube cancer.) 

This fact sheet about cervical cancer is part of the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention’s (CDC) Inside Knowledge: Get the Facts 

About Gynecologic Cancer campaign.  The campaign helps women 

get the facts about gynecologic cancer, providing important “inside 

knowledge” about their bodies and health.

Get the Facts About Gynecologic Cancer
Cervical Cancer

Every woman is different.  What is normal for one is not always the same as 
what’s normal for another.  That’s why it is important to pay attention to what 
is normal for you and see a doctor if something doesn’t seem quite right.

www.cdc.gov/cancer/knowledge   1-800-CDC-INFO

Get the Inside Knowledge

Vagina
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Fallopian Tubes

Ovaries
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Cervical 
Cancer 

Ovarian 
Cancer 

Uterine 
Cancer 

Vaginal  
Cancer 

Vulvar 
Cancer Symptoms

Abnormal vaginal 
bleeding or discharge

Abdominal or 
back pain

Bloating

Changes in 
bathroom habits

Itching or burning 
of the vulva 

Changes in vulva color 
or skin, such as a rash, 
sores, or warts

Pelvic pain or pressure

Gynecologic Cancer Symptoms

The only cancer the Pap test screens for is cervical 
cancer.  It does not screen for ovarian, uterine, vaginal, 
or vulvar cancers.  So, even if you have a Pap test 
regularly, see your doctor if: 
•     You have abnormal vaginal bleeding. 
•     You have any of the other symptoms listed above for 

two weeks or longer, and they are not normal for you. 
It may be nothing to worry about, but fi nd out for sure.  
See your doctor and ask about gynecologic cancer.  
Get the Inside Knowledge.

Get the Facts About Gynecologic Cancer

Here’s what 
happened...
My story may help you.
“I knew something wasn’t right.  I had 
a little bloating and some lower back 
pain.  But what really worried me was 
the bleeding between periods.  It wasn’t 
normal for me. 

It turned out I had ovarian and uterine 
cancers.  Getting diagnosed and treated 
wasn’t easy.  But now my doctor and 
I are optimistic about my future.  

Please listen to your body.  If something 
doesn’t feel normal for two weeks  
or longer, see your doctor.”  

– Jennie M., Washington, D.C.

Get the Facts About Gynecologic Cancer

Gynecologic cancer includes cervical, ovarian, uterine, 
vaginal, and vulvar cancers.  Signs and symptoms are 
not the same for everybody…so get the facts.  

Get the Inside Knowledge.  Get the facts about 
gynecologic cancer.

www.cdc.gov/cancer/knowledge    1-800-CDC-INFO
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1-800-CDC-INFO

Be brave.   
Ask questions. 

Get the Facts About Gynecologic Cancer

Gynecologic cancer includes cervical, ovarian, uterine, 
vaginal, and vulvar cancers.  Signs and symptoms are not 
the same for everybody…so get the Inside Knowledge.   
Get the facts about gynecologic cancer.

U.S. Department of  
Health and Human Services
Centers for Disease  
Control and Prevention

I had abdominal pain and periods that  
weren’t normal for me. Menopause, I thought. 
But no, I had uterine and ovarian cancers.

If you have symptoms lasting two weeks  
or longer, be brave. Go to the doctor.  
Ask questions.

—   Jenny Allen 
Writer/performer “I Got Sick Then I Got Better”

CDC_IK_JennyAllen_11X17_Poster_Vert_F.indd   1 6/29/11   12:05 PM

Gynecologic Cancer Symptoms Diary
Gynecologic cancer symptoms may be difficult to recognize.  Fill in the circles in the  
diary below for each day that you have a symptom.  And see a doctor if you have  
bleeding that’s not normal for you or if you have any of the other symptoms for two  
weeks or longer.  It may be nothing to worry about, but find out for sure.

Cervical  
Cancer 

Ovarian  
Cancer 

Uterine  
Cancer 

Vaginal   
Cancer 

Vulvar  
Cancer Week One Week TwoSymptoms

Get the Facts About Gynecologic Cancer

If you have bleeding that is not normal  
for you, see a doctor right away.

Abnormal vaginal  
bleeding

Abnormal vaginal  
discharge

Abdominal or  
back pain

Bloating

Changes in  
bathroom habits

Itching or burning  
of the vulva 

Changes in vulva 
color or skin, such as 
a rash, sores, or warts
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Pelvic pain or 
pressure
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CDC_GYN_SymptomsDiary_APPROVED.indd   2 9/20/10   4:49 PM
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Gynecologic Cancer

Symptoms
Gynecologic cancers are cancers that start in a woman’s reproductive 
organs.  They include cervical, ovarian, uterine, vaginal, and vulvar cancers.  

Each has different symptoms.  However, sometimes symptoms can be 
hard to recognize.  That is why it is important to pay attention to your 
body and know what is normal for you.  

If you have any of the symptoms listed on the other side of this card for 
two weeks or longer, or if you have bleeding that is not normal for you 
because of when it happens or how heavy it is, see a doctor.

It may be nothing to worry about, but find out for sure.  

Get the facts.  Get the Inside Knowledge. 

CDC Publication #22-0099, August 2010

CDC_GYN_SymptomsDiary_APPROVED.indd   1 9/20/10   4:49 PM

CDC Publication #22-0534, December 2010
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What can you do?

Pay attention to your body 
and know what is normal 
for you. 

If you have any of the 
symptoms listed on the 
other side of this card for 
two weeks or longer, or if 
you have bleeding that is not 
normal for you, see a doctor.

When gynecologic cancers 
are found early, treatment 
is most effective.

For more information about 
gynecologic cancer, please visit  
www.cdc.gov/cancer/knowledge.

Or call 1-800-CDC-INFO  
(1-800-232-4636)

Gynecologic Cancer 
Symptoms Diary

Gynecologic cancers 
are cancers that start in 
a woman’s reproductive 
organs and include cervical, 
ovarian, uterine, vaginal, 
and vulvar cancers.   

each has different signs, 
symptoms, and risk factors.  
And signs and symptoms are 
not the same for everybody.

Cervical  
Cancer 

Ovarian  
Cancer 

Uterine  
Cancer 

Vaginal   
Cancer 

Vulvar  
Cancer Fill in the circles for each day you have a symptom. Symptoms

If you have bleeding that is not normal for you, see a doctor right away.Abnormal vaginal bleeding

Abnormal vaginal discharge

Abdominal or back pain

Bloating

Changes in bathroom habits

Itching or burning of the vulva 

Changes in vulva color or skin,  
such as a rash, sores, or warts
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Gynecologic Cancer
Symptoms Diary
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Results
Our research revealed knowledge gaps and misconceptions about gynecologic cancers, such 

as a common misunderstanding about the purpose of the Pap test, lack of familiarity with vaginal 

and vulvar cancers, and generally poor understanding of the female anatomy.  Our research also 

showed that creative approaches using testimonials, woman-to-woman communication, and 

featuring women of diverse racial and ethnic groups were most appealing to our target audience.    

Common Beliefs and Misconceptions

•	 	Participants	were	largely	unfamiliar	with	the	word	“gynecologic,”	but	were	able	to	guess	 

its meaning.

 “ A study to do with the female anatomy.  You know…[something] you go  
to the gynecologist for.”  — Johnna, Los Angeles

•		Many	women	were	familiar	with	cervical,	ovarian,	and	uterine	cancers	but	few	knew	 

about vaginal and vulvar cancers.  

  “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of vaginal or vulvar cancer.”   — Jane, Chicago

•	 	Several	women	said	they	had	little	understanding	of	the	female	anatomy,	including	 

the locations and names of reproductive organs.  

 “ [The anatomy diagram] helps me explain it.  Because I didn’t know what  
vulvar was until you explained it to me.  Now I’m paying attention to the  
pictures to see what it is.”  —	Sandra,	Chicago

•	 	Cervical	cancer	is	the	only	gynecologic	cancer	for	which	population-based	screening	 

is recommended, using the Pap test.  However, women in the focus groups often said that  

the Pap test screened for several types of gynecologic cancer and other conditions.

 “ I assume that with the Pap smear, it checks for everything.”  —	Dale,	Miami

•	 	Women	were	unsure	how	often	Pap	tests	should	be	performed.

Preferred Communication and Creative Approaches

•	 	Many	women	remarked	that	they	liked	a	straightforward,	woman-to-woman	approach	 

used in some of the creative concepts explored.

 “ I liked that she’s talking directly to you.  She could be anybody.  She could 
be your sister or your mother or your neighbor…and it’s good to see that she 
pulled through this, which gives other people hope.”   — Zoila, New York City

•	 	Focus	group	participants	expressed	a	preference	for	hearing	a	real	story	from	a	‘real’	 

woman with whom they could identify, especially someone who had survived gynecologic 

cancer or had some personal connection to gynecologic cancer.

  “It was helpful to hear from someone who was diagnosed with cancer.  
And she encourages you to see a doctor. It was short and to the point, I felt.”   
— Robin, Las Vegas

Research into Practice
Informed by focus groups and other research, CDC developed 

a suite of materials to provide information on gynecologic 

cancers and address commonly held misconceptions.  Inside 

Knowledge	campaign	materials	include	English	and	Spanish	

broadcast and print public service announcements, fact sheets, 

posters, and a brochure.

Based on what was learned in focus groups, we did the following 

when developing new materials:

A. Explained	the	term	“gynecologic	cancer.”

B.  Used a straightforward, woman-to-woman approach;  

included real-women in testimonial-themed materials. 

C.   Provided diagrams of the female anatomy when appropriate.

D.  C larified the purpose of the Pap test and recommended 

intervals for testing. 

E. Presented information in easy-to-understand formats.
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Conclusions
Misconceptions	about	gynecologic	cancer	were	common	among	the	women	included	in	this	study.		Gynecologic	cancer	

educational	resources	should	address	knowledge	gaps	common	among	women.		Study	participants	responded	most	

favorably to straightforward approaches, and in the case of posters and advertising, they preferred testimonial approaches 

featuring	‘real’	women.	

While	this	study	was	undertaken	to	guide	the	development	of	CDC’s	Inside Knowledge campaign, it also may help to 

inform similar public health efforts targeted to reach women, particularly those aged 40-60 years.
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