
 

Study investigates link between
oropharyngeal cancer and sexual behavior
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Venn diagrams showing the distribution of self-reported high-risk sexual
behavior (HR-SB) among N = 188 propensity-score-matched healthy adults and
among N = 94 oropharyngeal squamous cell carcinoma (OPSCC, C; red circles,
left) patients, the subgroup of n = 66 p16-positive OPSCC patients (D, orange
circles, middle), and n = 33 HPV-driven (p16+ ≥70%, HR-HPV DNA+)
OPSCC patients (E, purple circles, right) according to numbers (upper row) and
percentage (lower row) regarding the number of oral-sex partners ≥ 6 (blue) and
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number of vaginal-sex partners ≥ 26 (green). * Neither risk depicts PS-matched
controls without HR-SB and OPSCC. Please note that there is no adjustment of
diameters for proportionality. Credit: Cancers (2023). DOI:
10.3390/cancers15133356

The development of head and neck cancer is increasingly linked to HPV
infection, which is a sexually transmitted disease. Oropharyngeal cancer
is a type of head and neck cancer that is associated with preconceptions
regarding the high-risk sexual behavior of the affected individuals.

Circumventing some potential sources of bias related to case-control
studies, researchers at Leipzig University conducted a nested case-
control study which utilized consecutive accrued oropharyngeal
squamous cell carcinoma (OPSCC) cases and matched healthy controls
from the LIFE population-based cohort study to answer the question of
whether high-risk sexual behavior is a relevant aetiologic factor in the
development of HPV-related OPSCC.

Human papillomavirus (HPV) is a ubiquitous virus, and most people are
infected at some point in their lives. HPV can infect epithelial cells of
the skin and mucosa at various sites. There are more than 100 known
HPV subtypes, most of which cause only benign lesions such as warts
and condyloma. Thanks to a well-functioning immune response, most
people who are infected don't develop serious symptoms.

However, some HPV subtypes are not so harmless. These subtypes, and
especially subtype HPV16, can transform infected cells to become
neoplastic, and these malignant transformed cells then develop into
precancerous lesions or even cancer. The development of head and neck
cancer, and oropharyngeal cancer in particular, is also deemed to be
etiologically linked to HPV.
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As HPV infections are transmitted during sexual activities, HPV-
associated cancers like cancer of the uterine cervix and oropharyngeal
cancer, as well as penile, vulvar and anal cancer are considered sexually
transmitted diseases (STDs). About one-third of oropharyngeal cancers
diagnosed in Germany are attributed to HPV.

Patients with oropharyngeal cancer are often assumed to have high-risk
sexual behavior and an increased number of oral sex partners. Some high-
ranked publications from the United States have significantly
contributed to this perception by repeatedly reporting a substantially
increased prevalence of oral and vaginal sex partners in patients with
HPV-related oropharyngeal cancer.

In the current study, 303 healthy controls from the LIFE population-
based cohort study were invited and interviewed, and their responses
were compared with those of 317 patients with head and neck cancer
who are also part of the LIFE Study.

"Our current study relativizes the previous view of HPV-associated
oropharyngeal cancer as a disease that people get who engage in high-
risk sexual behavior and have a significantly higher number of sex
partners, in particular, oral sex partners. The sexual behavior of our
patients with HPV-driven oropharyngeal cancer does not deviate from
that of other head and neck cancer patients and especially not from that
of the matched healthy controls," says Professor Andreas Dietz, director
of the ENT Department and professor for otorhinolaryngology at
Leipzig University.

The study was published in the journal Cancers. "Our research points to
a set of risk factors for oropharyngeal cancer that can be prevented.
These include smoking and drinking large amounts of alcohol on a daily
basis. Protection can also be achieved by vaccinating both sexes against
HPV as early as possible," says Dr. Gunnar Wichmann, lead author and
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head of the ENT Research Lab at the University of Leipzig Medical
Center.

Sexual transmission of the infection is of utmost importance as the study
revealed that patients who developed HPV-driven oropharyngeal cancer
were more likely to have been sexually active before the age of 18. "In
this regard, it is highly recommended that both girls and boys are
vaccinated early and before puberty," says Professor Dietz. Vaccines
against HPV are approved for girls and boys from the age of nine, and
the cost of vaccinations before the age of 18 are covered by all statutory
health insurance companies.

  More information: Gunnar Wichmann et al, Is High-Risk Sexual
Behavior a Risk Factor for Oropharyngeal Cancer?, Cancers (2023). 
DOI: 10.3390/cancers15133356
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