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Head and Neck Cancers 
in the New Era

ANNA K ZUREK, CMD, R.T. (R)(T)

HPV – What is it?

Some details about what HPV is and how it is typically contracted

 Human Papilloma Virus

 Most people infected with HPV will not have any symptoms and their immune 
system will get rid of the infection without any treatment.

 In some cases, however, HPV can lead to cancer. 

 Its a minority that will lead to cancer, but clearly HPV can cause one. 
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High and Low risk of HPV subtypes

Low-risk infection

Causes warts on the skin, mouth or genitals.

High-risk infection

Can lead to cancer

Cervical is the most common type of cancer caused by HPV. 

It can also cause head and neck cancer in both men and women.
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How is HPV Spread

 The skin or mucosa comes into contact with an infected person’s skin or 
mucosa.

 For high-risk HPV, this usually occurs through sexual contact.

 Most HPV infections that cause head and neck cancer are spread through 
oral sex, and possibly by “open mouth” kissing

HPV – How it leads to Cancer

 Exposure to high-risk HPV infection

 Virus creates damage that eventually causes a tumor to grow. This process 
often takes many years

 Most head and neck cancers that happen are a result of HPV infection 
occur in the part of the throat that includes the base of tongue and the 
tonsils.
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https://youtu.be/3RaoE_YMf5Y
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HPV – How is this Cancer Different?

 How it tumors grow differently

 Some details on why cancers of this type are easier to treat 
 Age difference

 Younger patients

 Healthier

 Diagnosis and Prognosis
 HPV related cancers treatment outcome is far better and more curable vs when its related to  

tobacco and alcohol
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Gender differences

 Males more likely to be infected

 ? Increased number of sexual partners

 ? Differences in immunologic response

 ? Cervical exposure

 HPV 16 

 Cleared more slowly by males
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Head and Neck: Squamous Cell Carcinoma

 6th most common cancer worldwide (600,000 cases/yr)

 4% of malignancies in USA 52,500cases/yr

 Oropharynx

 14,000 cases/year in USA

 Males > Females 3-4:1

 Larynx

 12,000 cases/year

 Alcohol/ Tobacco

 Male > Female 5:1 (formerly 15:1)
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The HPV-head and neck cancer link

 Retrospective analysis of 253 SCCa samples of head and neck

 25% HPV positive (90% HPV-16)

 Oropharynx

 Poorly differentiated

 Less exposure to alcohol and tobacco exposure

 59% reduced risk of death (vs HPV -)

Head and Neck Cancer – The Basics

 What anatomy is typically included and planned around in general

 Some general guidelines used

 Chains of nerves, fluids, and lymphatic systems

 What issues are there with irradiation in this region?

Oropharynx anatomy
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Subsites of the Oropharynx

 Soft palate- Hyoid

 Posterior pharyngeal wall

 2/3 of Waldeyer’s ring

 Tonsillar complex

 *Tonsil, tonsillar fossa, 

 anterior and posterior tonsillar pillars

 *Base of tongue
 Beyond circumvallate papillae

 Visualization challenging
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Typical presentation

 Level II neck mass

 Minimal disease at “ primary” site: tonsil or base of tongue

 Throat symptoms vague – Gobus

 Pain uncommon

 Difficulty swallowing is uncommon

 Voice changes uncommon

 Visible lesion may be absent
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HPV + Characteristics

 Neck mass

 Cancer until proven otherwise in adults!!!

 Advance stage disease (3 or 4)

 Nodal metastasis

 Vague symptoms of primary site

 TNM findings

 Small primary

 Advanced nodal disease ( cystic)
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Cervical lymph nodes

 300 lymph nodes in the head and neck

 ~ 30 – 40 % of total body lymphatics

 Embryological relation to venous system

 Mobile or Fixed?

 Tender to palpation?

 Change over time?
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The Optima trail- Head and Neck Treatment

 Low-risk patients with favorable response receive low dose 50 Gy radiation 

 Low risk patients with moderate response (30%-50%) received low dose 
45Gy chemoradiation

 Low-risk patients with little to no response (>30%) received standard 75 Gy 
chemoradiation

 High-risk patients with favorable response received low-dose 45 Gy 
chemotherapy

 High-risk patients with favorable response receive standard 75 Gy 
chemoradiation
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HPV Cancer – Head and Neck Planning Technique Walkthrough
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Max total dose 63Gy
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Questions

Why You Should Worry about HPV


