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Vaccines are preven�ve mechanisms designed to protect against a specific patholo-
gy. The human papillomavirus vaccine protects people from some types of this virus 
which can cause cervical cancer.  Just as any other, it has side effects such as redde-
ning and swelling in the site it was applied, however, cases have been found where 
said symptoms worsen or develop into others more adverse, and affect people in a 
permanent way. Although the reliability of this vaccine has been ques�oned and 
threatened by the few rare cases of intense and dangerous symptoms around the 
world despite it being very difficult to trace the causes back to the vaccine itself, 
global organiza�ons s�ll stand by their promo�on of the preven�ve mechanism and 
consider it the best one to prevent the spread of the venereal disease. Due to this, 
it is relevant to ques�on whether the usage of this vaccine should s�ll be recom-
mended, and what is really the cause of those alarming symptoms.
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RESUMEN
Las vacunas son mecanismos preven�vos diseñados para proteger contra una pato-
logía específica. La vacuna contra el virus del papiloma humano protege a las perso-
nas de algunos �pos de este virus que pueden causar cáncer de cuello uterino.  
Como cualquier otra, �ene efectos secundarios como el enrojecimiento e hinchazón 
en el lugar donde se aplicó, sin embargo se han encontrado casos en los que dichos 
síntomas se agravan o se convierten en otros más adversos, y afectan a las personas 
de forma permanente. Aunque la fiabilidad de esta vacuna ha sido cues�onada y 
amenazada por los escasos casos de síntomas intensos y peligrosos en todo el 
mundo, a pesar de que es muy di�cil rastrear las causas hasta la propia vacuna, las 
organizaciones mundiales siguen manteniendo su promoción del mecanismo pre-
ven�vo y lo consideran el mejor para evitar la propagación de la enfermedad vené-
rea. Por ello, cabe preguntarse si se debe seguir recomendando el uso de esta 
vacuna y cuál es la causa real de esos alarmantes síntomas.
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70% of the cases of cervical cancer are 
o�en caused by the human papillomavirus 
(HPV) which is a group of viral infec�ons 
that are transmi�ed through sexual con-
tact. Cervical cancer is the most common 
HPV-related disease since this virus has 
more than 100 types, of which 13 are 
cancer causers (WHO, 2019). Human papi-
llomavirus can be prevented by the usage 
of a vaccine that helps reduce the risk of 
catching the disease, and also by having 
regular tests to check yourself for any of its 
symptoms. This disease is a global issue, 
but are the methods used to prevent it as 
well? 

The usage of the HPV vaccine is useful in 
order to prevent type 16 and 18 as well as 
types 11 and 6 according to the World 
Health Organiza�on (WHO), also it helps 
to prevent genital warts in both women 
and men, and it is the most cost-effec�ve 
medical measure against cervical cancer. 
Regardless of that, the vaccine is not pre-
tended to treat HPV and much less HPV-re-
lated diseases such as cervical cancer.

Whereas the vaccine seems to be the best 
way to prevent HPV, it has been proved 
that it contains side effects like every other 
vaccine; the main complicity of the vaccine 
are swelling, reddening and pain in the site 
where the vaccine was applied, nausea, 
headache, fever, body ache, and some�-
mes fain�ng (CDC, 2015). Moreover, 
people may present allergic reac�ons to 
some components of the vaccine, howe-
ver, this can easily be treated. Neverthe-
less, the vaccine has been proved to be 
effec�ve and viable by the WHO when pre-
ven�ng human papillomavirus and there-
fore, almost all the countries in the world, 
promote and support its usage to reduce 
the number of vic�ms of the virus and 
different types of cancer, and also defends 
it, from the mul�ple contradictory claims 
of people regarding its a�ereffects.

In spite of that, there are a few excep�ons 
to the acceptance of the medical measure. 
In the case of Japan, it is the only country 
in the world that has stopped promo�ng 
the vaccine due to its side effects. Nowa-
days, the vaccina�on rate in Japan has 
decreased from 70% to less than 1% 

(Guardian, 2017); this is because the 
Ministry of Public Health, Labour, and Wel-
fare has withdrawn its recommenda�on of 
vaccina�on against the human papilloma-
virus. Consequently, people have stopped 
vaccina�ng their children. Japan is not 
necessarily against the usage of the vacci-
ne; rather, it is asking for the acknowledg-
ment of the possible a�ereffects of the 
vaccine for con�nuing inves�ga�ng the 
cause of the few but serious cases of 
them.

The reason why Japan has this posi�on is 
due to the mul�ple cases reported of 
abnormal adverse outcomes of the human 
papillomavirus vaccine. Between 2013 and 
2016, about 2024 cases were reported, 
from which 673 were classified as serious. 
A�er making various tests, 42 were diag-
nosed as having probable vaccine-related 
symptoms, and 30 were diagnosed as 
having definite vaccine-related symptoms 
(Kinoshita, 2017). The affected people 
have presented very rare symptoms such 
as intractable headache, long-las�ng 
general fa�gue, widespread pain involving 
the limbs, chest, and abdominal wall, and 
decreased learning ability; these symp-
toms have been a�ributed to orthosta�c 
intolerance, chronic regional pain syndro-
me (CRPS), and/or cogni�ve dysfunc�on 
(Kinoshita, 2017). Even though proving 
that those symptoms were caused by the 
vaccine is challenging, Japanese laborato-
ries designed a series of tests to verify if 
they were linked or not to the preven�ve 
measure by using rigorous diagnos�c crite-
ria, an excluding criteria for those cases 
that were not related to the vaccine, speci-
fic tests for each of the symptoms, and a 
physical and psychological test. A�er 
making the tests, it was concluded that 
some were related to the vaccine. And as a 
result of these, the recommenda�on of 
the HPV vaccine in Japan was withdrawn. 

Another case of controversy surrounding 
the vaccine was the one that took place in 
Carmen de Bolivar, Colombia. In 2014, 
during the latest phase of immuniza�on 
against the virus, where girls between 6th 
and 11th grade were being vaccinated at 
their schools 15 girls reported strange 
symptoms including numbness in the 
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limbs, chest pains, headaches, fain�ng, 
shortage of breath, tachycardia, and even 
seizures, which were then blamed on the 
vaccine they had received two months 
prior, by their parents (Larson, 2018).  
Images and videos explicitly recorded of 
these cases were then shared through 
social media pla�orms, and consecu�vely 
around 600 cases were reported of girls 
with similar symptoms just a�er receiving 
doses of the vaccine, by the following 
weeks. 

The Colombian Na�onal Ins�tute of Health 
made an exhaus�ve inves�ga�on of the 
cases and determined that no organic rela-
�on existed between the symptoms and 
the HPV vaccine (Larson, 2018).  This 
meant the vaccine acceptance in the coun-
try decreased to 14% for the first dose, 
and 5% for the full dosage by 2016, despite 
the Ministry of Health’s s�ll standing 
recommenda�on of the preven�ve mea-
sure (Larson, 2018). Nevertheless, they 
were able to associate them with Mass 
Psychogenic Illness (MPI), which are symp-
toms spread at a fast rate within a group of 
people, corresponding to nervous system 
disturbance caused by stress and anxiety 
related to adverse situa�ons, panic, and 
public fear (Larson, 2018). Even though 
the possible cause of the uncommon 
symptoms was found, the authori�es did a 
poor job at informing the families affected, 
as they priori�zed a na�onal press confe-
rence announcement instead of a direct 
and sensible approach which was more 
adequate given the uncertainty and panic 
suffered by these people, who knew li�le 
about MPI. This created an outraged 
response by the community as they felt 
dismissed by the officials when they a�ri-
buted the very real symptoms present in 
their daughters to an “all in the mind” 
cause, thus making the confidence in the 
vaccine stay in low percentages.

Although there are different perspec�ves 
on the HPV vaccine, it is necessary to take 
them into account in order to avoid put-
�ng more people in danger. Therefore, a 
way to understand if the vaccine is safe or 
not is to acknowledge and inves�gate the 
cases of abnormal side effects some orga-
niza�ons around the world claim to be 

related to the vaccine, and to iden�fy the 
possible symptoms these effects may 
create, followed by the crea�on of a treat-
ment for such symptoms to ensure people 
that the vaccine is completely safe and 
effec�ve.

Banning a vaccine implies denying a popu-
la�on an important safety measure against 
highly harmful and contagious diseases, 
therefore such a decision must not be 
taken lightly. If having a�ereffects is 
enough reason to ban a vaccine, then not 
only the HPV vaccine would be banned, 
but many others as well. Just the fact that 
the vaccine is applied via a syringe into 
your system implies that discomfort is 
imminent and that you will suffer from 
minor complica�ons such as pain at the 
site of applica�on. Taking this into 
account, the answer to the ques�on ini�a-
lly proposed in the �tle is no, due to the 
existence of minor and mild side effects of 
the vaccine which disappear in a short 
period and are not bound to make people 
acquire any permanent condi�on. 

However, the cases of severe convolu�ons 
have also manifested and, as shown in the 
cases of Japan and Colombia, they created 
controversy and distrust in the preven�ve 
measure. Even taking those cases into 
account, neither of the countries contem-
plated that banning the vaccine was the 
most appropriate response to said compli-
ca�ons. Considering also, that the number 
of cases was not incredibly alarming, and 
that of those that were actually  inves�ga-
ted very few truly proved to be related to 
the vaccine, the maximum measure that 
was taken was the withdrawal of its 
recommenda�on by the Japanese govern-
ment, and even then ci�zens were always 
able to get vaccinated if they wanted. Con-
sequently, the only complaint and measu-
re that was asked to be implemented was 
the further inves�ga�on of those symp-
toms. Due to these, it can be concluded 
that either way, the ramifica�ons of the 
HPV vaccine are not enough reason to ban 
its usage.

In conclusion, the human papillomavirus 
vaccine is an effec�ve way to prevent 
some types of disease, it is a vaccine that 

65



ENSAYO

as many others contain a�ereffects that 
can be treated, however, there have been 
some abnormal cases of extremely adver-
se complica�ons to the vaccine that have 
been inves�gated to be sure they are 
really related to it. Despite there being 
some cases, the vaccine should not be 
banned as it fulfills its purpose of preven-
�ng the infec�on of the disease that can 
evolve into cervical cancer.

Finally, as a personal opinion, I think the 
usage of the vaccine should not be 
banned, however, it is necessary to explain 
the rare cases of side effects of the vaccine 
for protec�ng people from ge�ng those 
devasta�ng symptoms. Also, my perspec�-
ve towards the vaccine changed since I 
had always thought that the vaccine had 
very convolu�ons, like the ones men�o-
ned in the research from Japan, and there-
fore was afraid of ge�ng the vaccine, but 
with this inves�ga�on and the informa�on 
given by the WHO, I learned that there are 
very few cases of serious complica�ons. To 
finish, I consider that the sources used to 
write this essay are reliable since they 
belonged to recognized organiza�ons as 
well as governmental ins�tu�ons, and 
think they did contain bias because as we 
can see, in some sources, the abnormal 
side effect cases are not taken into 
account, and they consider the vaccine to 
be safe, while in others they did not consi-
der that the number of extreme cases is 
minimum, and consider the vaccine is dan-
gerous for people.
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