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In California, there are disproportionate vaccination rates' among the state’s counties.
Specifically, there are disparate human papillomavirus (HPV) vaccine rates in California,
which in turn, jeopardize the health of California’s most vulnerable communities.

Data shows an inverse association
between vaccination rates and
prevalence of HPV cancers among
California counties, showing that HPV
vaccines are one of the most effective
ways to prevent HPV cancers.2 CDA
believes dentists play an important
role in reducing HPV rates through
patient vaccination, counseling,

and screening.

Oropharyngeal cancer is now the
most common cancer attributed to
HPV in the United States, surpassing
rates of cervical cancer recorded

in 2019.7 Yet data has shown a
constant decline in the awareness
of HPV and the HPV vaccine in

the United States since 2013.7 By
increasing HPV vaccination rates,
the healthcare providers, including
dentists, would be able to prevent
thousands of cancers. Dentists have
a unique role in supporting HPV
vaccination as they are often the
primary detector of HPV-related oral
cancers. Dentists specifically have an
opportunity not only to screen, but

also educate patients on the risks of
HPV oropharyngeal cancer and HPV

vaccination for disease prevention.

Despite the recognized benefits
of the HPV vaccine preventing
multiple cancer types, California
experiences alarmingly low HPV
vaccination rates (less than 50%)
with significant inconsistencies
across its counties (ranging from
13-48%). Such low vaccination
confidence and acceptance not
only intensifies the potential risk
of HPV-associated cancers but
also aggravates health disparities
within certain community subsets
throughout California.

Although past legislative attempts to
create an HPV mandate in California
have been unsuccessful, not all states
with high vaccination rates have

a mandate. For example, North
Dakota has no required policy for
HPV vaccination, yet has the highest
vaccination rate in the country.*

This rate is largely contributed to
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much of the physician workforce educating patients
on HPV vaccination safety and efficacy. North
Dakota measures how its people value local, trusted

experts rather than implementing a vaccine mandate.’

Conversely, Virginia requires HPV vaccination for

seventh graders in public schools, but still has a lower

state-wide HPV vaccination rate when compared to
North Dakota.® Regardless of the policies a state
decides to set, dentists have a role to support HPV
vaccination through education and promotion.

Oral HPV diagnostics should be performed
during routine dental cleaning visits, as a non-
invasive screening may identify persons at risk of
oropharyngeal cancer. A 2023 study published in

the Journal of the American Dental Association found
conversations about HPV vaccinations are infrequent

in oral health care settings even though the vaccine
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could help prevent HPV-related oropharyngeal
cancers that dentists are trained to screen.® The
effectiveness of healthcare providers recommending
vaccines to patients, including the HPV vaccine,

is well established. Although much of organized
dentistry formally supports HPV vaccination, many
dentists might not feel they have enough support

to engage patients in conversations about vaccine
uptake, including the HPV vaccine.

However, dentists have a unique role to talk with
their patients about the importance of receiving the
HPV vaccine. Patients who visit their primary care
physician may have more regular contact with a
dentist. Furthermore, for patients and their guardians
who may be resistant to the vaccine as a result of
its association with a sexually transmitted disease,
their conversations with a dentist regarding the risk
of oropharyngeal cancer may serve to underline
the importance of the HPV vaccine as a cancer
prevention tool.2
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