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Rapidly rising rates of 
oropharyngeal cancer 
and economic burden 
in the UK  

Despite introducing the human 
papillomavirus (HPV) vaccination 
for boys aged 12–13 years in the UK 
in 2019, uptake remains limited in 
many regions, including London.1,2 The 
incidence of oropharyngeal squamous 
cell carcinoma (OPSCC) in men has 
surpassed that of cervical cancer in 
the UK.2  Between 2010 and 2020, the 
rate of OPSCC increased by a factor 
of 2·1, and this is projected to more 
than double between 2020 and 2039 
(appendix p 3). 

Even with these alarming trends, 
HPV awareness remains low in the 
UK. We previously conducted a 
population-based online survey 
across the UK to assess public 
awareness of HPV and its link to 
OPSCC3 and used the same 
questions to re-run the survey 
following the introduction of the 
gender-neutral HPV vaccination 
programme (appendix p 1) Of 1178 
respondents (appendix p 4), 564 
(47·9%; 95% CI 45·05–50·75) had 
heard of HPV. 232 (19·7%; 17·43–
21·97) were aware of HPV as a risk 
factor for oropharyngeal cancer. 
Although there was an increase in 
general HPV awareness and 
knowledge of its link to oropharyngeal 
cancer, males were significantly less 
likely to be aware of HPV and its link 
to oropharyngeal cancer than 

females  
(OR 0·633, 95% CI 0·454–0·882; 
p=0·007; appendix p 5-6). Comparing 
UK HPV awareness rates from the 
present study with previously 
published data using the same 
survey conducted during the same 
time period in the USA,4 we found 
that awareness was significantly 
lower in the UK (47·9%) compared 
with the USA (62·3%) in 2021 (χ2 
81·96, Z value 9·053; p <0·0001). 

In 2016, workplace productivity 
losses in the UK due to OPSCC were 
estimated at £531 million annually.4 

The cost of treating OPSCC in men 
alone in the next 15 years is projected 
to be a cumulative £1·6 billion, with 
wider societal costs expected to reach 
£14·3 billion between 2025 and 2039 
(appendix p 7). 

The HPV vaccine has raised public 
awareness of HPV in the UK, though it 
remains lower than in other high-
income countries such as the USA. 
Awareness of the HPV–
oropharyngeal cancer link remains 
low in the UK, likely due to          
unequal information distribution, 
socio- economic barriers, and 
health-care inequalities.3,5

 

Although vaccination benefits 
continue to emerge, efforts 
must focus on improving public 
awareness, preventing HPV- 
associated oropharyngeal cancer, 
and promoting vaccine uptake across 
all socio-economic and educational 
backgrounds.3,4,5
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