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Susceptibility to cervical cancer

Cervical cancer is the second most common cancer in females worldwide. It is well-established that Human
Papillomavirus (HPV) infections play a critical role in the development of cervical cancer. However, a large
number of women infected with oncogenic HPV types will never develop cervical cancer. Thus, there are
several external environment and genetic factors involved in the progression of a precancerous lesion to
invasive cancer. In this review article, we addressed possible susceptible phenotypes to cervical cancer,
focusing on host genome and HPV DNA variability, multiple HPV infections, co-infection with other agents,
circulating HPV DNA and lifestyle.

© 2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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Introduction explain its etiology. It is generally agreed that Human Papillomavirus

At present, cervical cancer is the second leading cause of cancer
worldwide [1]. In the past 30 years, many efforts have been made to
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(HPV) infection plays a decisive role in the development of cervical
lesions [2]. HPV is a small, non-enveloped, double-stranded genome
virus that can cause both benign and malignant lesions in epithelial
tissues (skin and mucosa) [3]. As well as cervical cancer, HPV
infection can cause anogenital and oropharyngeal cancers and
has also been linked to breast, lung, prostate and colorectal cancers
[2].

High-risk HPV infection is necessary but not sufficient to cause
cervical cancer. This statement is corroborated by the fact that a large
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number of the women infected with HPV will never develop this
cervical disease, which means that other factors are involved (Fig. 1).
Several studies have been carried out with the host genome and its
HPV DNA variability, in an attempt to show that there is a significant
relationship between a specific genotype and susceptibility to cervical
cancer. Furthermore, other co-factors are involved in susceptibility to
cervical cancer such as individual lifestyle, circulating HPV DNA,
co-infection with multiple HPV types and co-infection with other
agents.

In this article, a number of external factors that may increase the
risk of developing cervical cancer are addressed. Initially, we outline
the relevant epidemiological data, as well as the natural history of
HPV infection. Additionally, we discuss the genes involved in host
susceptibility to cervical cancer. Furthermore, we analyze the HPV
DNA variability and its putative impact on tumorigenesis. Finally, we
address some additional factors, apart from HPV infection, that may
be involved in the development of cervical cancer.

Cervical cancer epidemiology

Cervical cancer represents 9% of cases of female cancer and is the
third leading cause of cancer in women worldwide, with more than
529,000 new cases and 275,000 deaths per year [1]. 85% of the
cervical cancer occurs in developing countries. The estimate of global
cervical cancer prevalence is 11.7%, and is most prevalent in Sub-
Saharan Africa (24.0%), Eastern Europe (21.4%), and Latin America
(16.1%) [4]. The problem of morbidity and mortality caused by
cervical cancer is different in developed countries from that of
developing countries where there are inadequate cervical cancer
prevention and control programs. Developed countries have reduced
the number of cervical cancer cases by approximately 80% as a result
of effective programs for the detection and treatment of precancerous
lesions [5]. In contrast, in developing countries it is difficult to
conduct clinical screening of precancerous lesions since their National
Health Systems have limited financial resources. Currently, the
prevention strategies for cervical cancer include papanicolaou (or
pap-smear) analysis and excision of precancerous lesions. About 85%
of cervical cancer is squamous cell cancer, followed by adenocarci-
noma and small cell neuroendocrine tumor [6]. However, in the last
few years an increase in the rates of adenocarcinoma has been

Fig. 1. Several genetics and environment factors involved in susceptibility to cervical
cancer. It is well-established that HR-HPV is necessary but not sufficient to develop
cervical cancer. Thus, other factors are involved in cervical cancer such as genetic
susceptibility, host genome variability, HPV intratype variability, multiple HPV infections,
co-infection with other agents and lifestyle.

observed, particularly among young women [7]. Although screening
programs have reduced the number of cases, cervical cancer remains
one of the major causes of death among women worldwide.

HPV infection and cervical cancer
HPV infection

It is widely accepted that there is a link between cervical cancer
and persistent infection caused by Human Papillomavirus (HPV) [2].
According to the International Committee on Taxonomy of Viruses
(ICTV), HPV belongs to the Papillomaviridae family, which comprises
29 genera and 189 Papillomaviruses (PVs), including 120 Human PVs,
69 non-mammalian PVs, 3 PVs in birds and 2 PVs in reptiles [7]. All
PVs share the same features including a non-enveloped virus and
circular double-stranded DNA genome [8]. It is widely accepted that
the HPV is specie-specific, epitheliotropic and mucosotropic, and
usually infects keratinocytes [8], although recent investigations have
found HPV DNA in non-epithelial sites such as blood [9,11-14],
spermatozoa [15] and placenta [16].

To date, 120 HPV types have been described and these can be
divided into five genera: Alphapapillomavirus, Betapapillomavirus,
Gammapapillomavirus, Mupapillomavirus and Nupapillomavirus [3].
Approximately 40 of the HPV types can infect the genital tract. These
types are classified according to the oncogenic potential in High-Risk
(HR) HPVs: 16, 18, 31, 33, 35, 39, 45, 51, 52, 56, 58, 59, 68, 73, 82; and
Low-Risk (LR) HPVs: 6, 11, 42, 44, 51, 53 and 83 [17]. The most
common HR-HPV types worldwide are 16 (57%), 18 (16%), 58, 33, 45,
31, 52, 35, 59, 39, 51 and 56 [18]. On the other hand, approximately
90% of the LR-HPV infections (involved in benign skin lesions such as
warts) are caused by the HPV-6 and HPV-11 types. Because of their
medical importance, several studies have focused on HPV, since this
virus group is involved in anogenital and non-anogenital cancers such
as cervical, penis, vagina, vulva, anus, head-neck and non-melanoma
skin cancers [5,19]. Furthermore, HPV infection occurs in benign
diseases, such as anogenital warts, laryngeal papilomas, and psoriasis
[5,19].

HPV is a non-enveloped, double-stranded, circular DNA virus,
approximately 8 kb in size. HPV DNA has eight open reading frames
(ORFs), namely E1, E2, E4, E5, E6, E7 (expressed in the early phase of
infection), L1 and L2 (expressed in the late phase of infection) and
control region designated as the long control region (LCR) [17,20]
(Fig. 2). E1 and E2 ORFs are involved in viral DNA replication,
although a recent study demonstrated that there was viral replication
of HPV DNA without E1 or E2 ORFs [21]. The E5 ORF seems to induce
the loss of surface MHC-I expression in the epithelial cells, leading to
evasion of immune surveillance in the early stage of infection [22]. E6
and E7 ORFs are oncoproteins involved with proliferation-stimulating
and transforming activities through the loss of E1 and E2 ORFs,
allowing the integration of E6 and E7 ORFs within the host DNA. Once
integrated, HPV DNA can immortalize human keratinocytes due to
the interactions between the E6 and E7 oncogenes with p53 and pRb
tumor suppressor proteins, respectively, thus inhibiting the process
of apoptosis. Moreover, HPV DNA possesses a LCR, which regulates
the transcription of the E6 and E7 viral oncogenes through the
transcription factors of the virus and the host cells [17].

The natural history of cervical cancer caused by HPV was
extensively revised in other works [2,17,20]. Briefly, as the result of a
breach in the stratified epithelial tissue, the HPV can infect the basal
cell layer and begin the process of infection. Host cell entry of HPV is
initiated by binding the virus particles to the cell surface receptors,
such as heparan sulfate. Subsequently, there is an expression of the E1,
E2, E4, E5, E6 and E7 ORFs, thus resulting in the replication of the HPV
DNA as an episome. The infected host cell divides and spreads out
laterally, causing infection of the suprabasal cell layers. In this phase, L1
and L2 OREFs are expressed resulting in viral capsid formation. Finally,
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Fig. 2. HPV-16 complete genome is shown in a linear format (based in RefSeq NC_001526.2). After the entry of the HPV into the basal cell layer begins the expression of the E1, E2,
E4, E5, E6 and E7 OREFs, thus resulting in the replication of the HPV DNA as an episome. In the last stage of the infection, the L1 and L2 ORFs are expressed. Several studies suggest
that HPV DNA variability could be involved in the persistence and progression to cervical cancer. The LCR region regulates the transcription of the E6 and the E7 oncogene through
the p97 promoter. Studies have shown that polymorphisms in LCR region can increase the p97 promoter activity more than three-fold. Furthermore, polimorphic sites in E6 and E7
ORFs could result in oncoprotein, which may be involved in an efficient inactivation of p53 and pRb proteins, respectively. The E2 ORF is a viral transcription factor that regulates the
expression of E6 and E7 oncogenes, thus polymorfic sites in E2 ORF could alter the binding of the E2 transcription factor. Polymorphism in L1 ORF could alter: i) the structure of the
capsid protein; ii) the immune recognition; and iii) the viral neutralization, thus interfering in vaccine strategies.

the HPV virion is released at the cell surface, which can result in
infection of other sites.

HR-HPV infection is commonly transmitted by sexual intercourse
and can cause lesions in epithelial tissues, which can regress for
6-12 months [17]. It is not clearly understood why HPV infections
resolve in certain cases and result in premalignant lesions that can
progress to cervical cancer in others. Individual susceptibility and
other enabling factors may play a relevant role [23]. In this context,
activation of the host's immune system seems to have a central role in
the resolution of HPV infection [24]. There is estimation that 70% of
HPV infections are resolved spontaneously within 1 year [25] and
about 90% resolve within 2 years [26]; reflecting that immune
response to HPV infection is generally slow and weak [27]. This fact
is supported by a variety of mechanisms adopted by the virus for
evading immunological detection. The first of these is that it is a non-
lytic virus (does not cause the death of infected cell) because the
release of the viral particles occurs through the programmed death of
keratinocytes (desquamation). Thus, there is no viremia and the
essential signals for the immune response in epithelium as the
production of proinflammatory cytokines that activate the migration
of antigen-presenting cells (APCs), are absent [47,48]. Apart from the
fact that the cycle of the HPV is practically invisible to the host [28,29]
its oncoproteins have developed molecular mechanisms to facilitate
the virus evasion of the immune system, such as: interference with
interferon via anti-viral defense [30,31], reduction in the number of
Langerhan cells-LCs (APCs of the epidermis) [43-45] ,inhibition of the
expression of MHC-I complex [32] and the change in expression of toll-
like receptor 9 (TLR-9), which has an essential role in pathogen
recognition and activation innate immunity [33]. However, non-
treatment of these lesions can allow premalignant conditions to
progress to cervical cancer. These cervical lesions can be characterized
and detected by cytological and histopathological clinical examinations.
If women are not treated, these premalignant condition can progress to:
cervical intraepithelial neoplasia grade 1 (CIN1) (or mild dysplasia);
intraepithelial neoplasia grade 2 (CIN2) (or moderate dysplasia);
intraepithelial neoplasia grade 3 (CIN3) or in situ carcinoma, character-
ized by severe dysplasia; and squamous cell carcinoma or adenocarci-
noma [17]. In the Bethesda System, other terms are employed such as:
atypical squamous cells of undetermined significance (ASCUS);
squamous intraepithelial lesions (SIL), which comprises the low-grade
SIL (mild dysplasia) and high-grade SIL (moderate severe dysplasia and
in situ carcinoma) [34]. About 28% of the cervical intraepithelial

neoplasia grade 2/3 leads to complete regression in a short period of
time; however, lesions associated with HPV-16 are less likely to
undergo regression [35]. In fact, in clinical practice, it is not possible to
distinguish between lesions that are likely to regress from those that are
not. Thus, these lesions are usually treated surgically, to prevent a
progression to cervical cancer.

HPV infection in non-epithelial tissue

Although HPV infects epithelial tissues, several studies have
shown that circulating HPV DNA is present in non-epithelial tissues.
In this context, HPV DNA was found in plasma [9,12,13,36-38],
peripheral blood [10,11,39] and sera [14,40] of patients with cervical
intraepithelial neoplasia or cervical cancer, making the circulating
HPV DNA as a possible marker for cervical disease. The exact pathway
through which the viral tumor-derived DNA is released into the
peripheral blood is still unknown. In addition, a study has shown that
there is a perinatal transmission of HPV [41]. Furthermore, circulating
HPV DNA have been found in non-epithelial sites such as spermato-
zoa [15], prostatic tissue [42] placenta [16], and in several other
diseases including esophageal [43,44], breast [45], colorectal [46] and
lung cancers [47]. Moreover, HPV DNA was found in newborns [41]
and pediatric patients without any history of sexual intercourse [39].
The range of this evidence leads us to speculate that the HPV is spread
through a hematogenic pathway.

Susceptibility to cervical cancer
Genetic epidemiological evidences

The etiology of cervical cancer can be fully explained in terms of
the infections caused by oncogenic HPV types, as outlined above.
However, although infections caused by HR-HPV are a necessary
feature, they are not sufficient in themselves to develop cervical
cancer. It is widely reported that few of the women who are in-
fected with oncogenic HPV types will develop cervical cancer. This
question remains unresolved. It is likely that genetic and environ-
mental factors are involved in susceptibility to cervical cancer, such
as host genetic variability, intratype variations of HPV, co-infection
with multiple HPV types, co-infection with other agents and lifestyle
(Fig. 1).
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HPV infection depends on interactions between the host cell and
virus genome, which can make an individual susceptible to cervical
cancer. Genetic-epidemiological studies about the heritability of cervical
cancer have shown a familial aggregation of cervical intraepithelial
neoplasia and cervical cancer in first-degree relatives [48-51]. Moreover,
the evidence of genetic inheritance and susceptibility to cervical cancer
were supported in twin studies that investigated smear abnormalities
[48] and cervical cancer [52]. In addition, susceptibility to cervical cancer
was observed in other phenotypes, such as Fanconi anemia patients. In
this group of patients, there is an increase in the risk of developing
cervical cancer and vulvar cancer [28,53-55] when compared with
patients that do not suffer from Fanconi anemia. Thus, these genetic
epidemiological studies strongly suggest that host genetics play a role in
susceptibility to cervical disease. However, the genes involved in this
process are still unknown.

Association studies with candidate gene

It is well-known that down-regulation of the tumor suppressor
genes may be involved in host susceptibility to cervical cancer. In
recent years, several association studies have been conducted with
genes involved in cellular cycle and apoptosis induction, such as TP53,
MDM?2, CDKN2A and CDKN1A and their putative role in cervical cancer
in women infected with HPV [56-65]. The TP53 gene codifies the p53
tumor suppressor protein involved in apoptosis process. The TP53
gene codifies the p53 tumor suppressor protein involved in apoptosis
process. The TP53 gene is considered to be a putative candidate gene
in cervical cancer since the E6-AP complex is able to target p53 for
degradation via the E6AP ubitiquin ligase. Thus, polymorphism in the
TP53 gene may be better targeted for degradation by the E6-AP
complex. Several studies have been conducted to find a link between
codon P72R polymorphism of p53 and the risk of developing cervical
cancer. Some studies have found that P72R polymorphism of p53 is
associated with cervical [62,65] and adenocarcinoma cancers [59],
however, other investigations have failed to replicate this data
[56,62,63].

Other genes, besides TP53 are involved in susceptibility to cervical
cancer. MDM?2 gene encodes the human homolog of mouse double
minute 2, a nuclear phospholipoprotein that inhibits p53 protein.
Thus, polymorphism in the MDM2 gene could be a candidate for
susceptibility to cervical cancer. A study carried out by Nunobiki et al.
[66] showed that there was a significant link between T309G
polymorphism and cervical cancer [66], although these results have
not been corroborated by other investigations [58,65,67]. WAFT also
known as cyclin-dependent kinase inhibitor 1 (CDKN1A) or CDK-
interacting protein 1, encode the tumor suppressor protein p21.
CDKN1A gene acts as an inhibitor of cyclin-dependent kinases (Cdks)
and p53 regulates the expression of p21 protein. Single-nucleotide
polymorphisms in CDKN1A codon Arg31Ser seem to be associated
with cervical cancer [59,68]. In addition to the p53 pathway, the
genes involved in the human leukocyte antigen system (HLA) also
play a role in cervical cancer susceptibility. It was reported that
polymorphisms in the HLA system are associated with cervical cancer
[69,70]. As discussed above, there is some divergence in association
studies concerning the effects of these genes on susceptibility to
cervical cancer. With regard to this question, a recent study has
shown that this disagreement is due to errors arising from the types
of methodologies employed [64]. Thus, it is necessary to use
alternative methodologies in association studies with candidate
genes, such as gene expression studies. In view of this , the Cyclin-
dependent kinase inhibitor 2A (CDKN2A) which codifies the tumor
suppressor protein p16 gene, is overexpressed in HPV positive
patients when compared to those who are HPV negative, due to the
inactivation of pRb by E7 oncoprotein [71-74]. Taken together, the
evidence strongly suggests that host genes are involved in making
women infected with HPV susceptible to cervical cancer (Table 1).

Table 1

Genetics association studies involving p53 pathway in susceptibility to cervical cancer.
Gene Polymorphism Reference
TP53 P72R [56,58,61-64].
MDM2 T309G [57,64-66]
CDKN2A Arg31Ser [58,67]

Lifestyle and co-infection in cervical cancer

Individual lifestyle is also likely to have an effect on susceptibility
to cervical cancer. Studies have shown an association between
tobacco smoke and cervical cancer due to the reduction of the
immune response and the carcinogenic effects of tobacco [75-79].
Moreover, the use of oral contraceptives can also lead to cervical
cancer since there is an increase in the expression of HPV genes [80].
Furthermore, early sexual activity [81] and multiple sex partners
[81,82] are cofactors that are independently associated with abnor-
mal cytology and cervical cancer.

Women who have multiple HPV types of infection might be more
susceptible to develop cervical cancer than those who have only one
HPV type, since these viruses can act synergistically. In the light of
this, a recent study showed that there was an association between
multiple HPV types and cervical intraepithelial neoplasia and cervical
cancer [83,84], although the same results were not found in other
populations [85]. In addition, co-infection with other agents has also
been found in several studies. An association between HR-HPV and
Chlamydia trachomatis (CT) has been shown to incur a risk of cervical
intraepithelial neoplasia and abnormal cytology when compared with
patients without CT infection [82,86].

A relationship between Human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)
infection and invasive cervical cancer was established in several
studies. The HIV positive patients are susceptible to cervical cancer
and cervical intraepithelial neoplasia due to the HIV induced
immunosuppression, and both HIV and HPV interact synergically [87].
Thus, multiple infections with HR-HPV as well as infection with other
agents, such as HIV and CT, seem to play a critical role in furthering the
progression to cervical intraepithelial neoplasia and cervical cancer.

HPV DNA variability

There is a considerable amount of data showing that the intratype
sequence variation of HPV is involved in the persistence and
progression to cervical cancer [83,88-93]. These intratype variants
may differ in their biological and etiological aspects, and affect the
oncogenic potential for the development of cervical cancer [88]. The
differences in nucleotide sequences of HPV can result in changes in
encoded amino acids, which may alter the oncogenic potential.
Furthermore, these differences in HPV DNA sequences may result in
disparities in the incidence of cervical cancer worldwide [90].

Studies have demonstrated the existence of differential biological
behavior of HPV variants, for example, Asian-American variants are
commonly found in young patients with cervical cancer and in severe
lesions [94], while other variants have been associated with specific
histological features [95].

A new PVs is recognized when the L1 ORF nucleotide sequence
differs by more than 10% from all the described types. In addition, HPV
DNA is classified as a molecular variant when the nucleotide sequence
has a similarity of 98% when compared to a prototype sequence [3,96].
However, the nucleotide variability among the molecular variants can
be as high as 5% in the non-coding region (LCR) [96].

Studies concerned with genetic variability revealed that different
variants of HPV-16 and HPV-18 co-evolved with the three major
human phylogenetic branches: Africans, Caucasians and Asians.
However, variants of HPV-16 were grouped into five distinct groups
spread in different geographical regions, such as Europe (E), Asia (As),
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Asian-America (AA), Africa 1 (AF-1) and Africa 2 ( Af-2) [10,97]. The
variants of HPV-18 were grouped into three distinct groups: European
(E), Asian-American (AA) and African (Af) [98-100]. With regard to
HPV-31, a study carried out by Chagas et al. [83] suggested that HPV-31
variants do not display the above-mentioned patterns of co-evolution
with human ethnic groups. The same inconsistency was replicated in
other study [101].

Intratype HPV-16 sequence variation

With regard to HPV-16, several investigations found an associa-
tion between non-European variants and a higher risk of developing
cervical intraepithelial neoplasia or cervical cancer than European
variants [88,89,96]. These studies are concentrated on LCR and E6 and
E7 ORFs. However, other investigations have also found variability
within the L1 and E2 ORFs. Intratype sequence variations in the L1
gene can play an important role in the structure of the capsid protein,
immune recognition, viral neutralization and interference in vaccine
strategies [88]. In this sense, it was demonstrated that a variation
Asp202His in the L1 protein can assemble into virus-like particles
(VLPs) more efficiently than its prototype L1 [102]. In addition, it was
found that variations in the 83-97 residues of the L1 gene have an
effect on the yield of the L1 protein [103]. Despite these findings,
some studies have not found any association between the variability
in the L1 gene and cervical intraepithelial neoplasia or cervical cancer
[104,105].

Nucleotide variations in E6 and E7 ORFs play a critical role in the
development of cervical cancer due to their ability to inactivate p53
and pRb proteins, respectively [106]. For this reason, several studies
have been conducted of the viral variants of the HPV-16 E6 ORF and
risk of cervical neoplasia. The appearance of invasive tumors from high
grade precursor lesions has been associated with the accumulation of
variants of E6. Epidemiological studies have shown association
between the progression of high grade precursor lesions to invasive
tumors and the accumulation of an HPV-16 variant harboring a T to G
transition at nucleotide 350 of the E6 oncogene corresponding to
amino acid L83V [107-110]. In addition, a variation of the A276G E6
ORF increases the risk of developing cervical intraepithelial neoplasia
and cervical cancer [111,112]. In the Japanese and Chinese populations
was reported a substitution at position 25 (D25E) of the E6 protein also
associated with the progression of cervical carcinoma ([111,113].
Previous study showed that HPV-16 E6 D25E is the most prevalent
variant in Korean women at high risk for developing cervical cancer
[114]. With regard to the E7 gene, it was found that the variability at
position 647 of the HPV-16 E7 gene of HPV-16 was more frequent in
cervical cancer than the precursor lesions [115]. Among the oncogenes
E6 and E7 of HPV-16, E6 shows more variation than E7, which is
relatively considered conserved [97,108,116,117].

Apart from the E6 and E7 ORFs, some studies have examined the
variability of E2 ORF in cervical cancer. In non-transformed cells, E2
protein regulates the transcription of the E6 and E7 oncoproteins.
Thus, variability in the E2 ORF can potentially alter the expression of
the E6 and E7 oncogenes. A study carried out by Giannoudis et al.
[118] found that there was a significant link between the C3684A
variant of HPV-16 and cervical intraepithelial neoplasia. However,
other study on E2 variants has not provided evidence of an
association with cervical cancer [119].

The LCR is the binding site of cellular and viral transcription
factors. These transcriptional factors possess an ability to activate or
suppress the p97 promoter, and regulate the HPV-16 E6 and E7
expression. Thus, variability in the nucleotide sequence of the binding
site of these transcriptional factors can alter the expressions of the E6
and E7 oncogenes. In this context, the G7521A variation has been
found in several studies of cervical cancer [93104104,109,120,121].
The G7521A variant is located in the YY1 binding site and it was

Table 2
Studies concerning HPV DNA variability most often found in cervical intraepithelial
neoplasia and cervical cancer.

HPV ORFs/Regions References

HPV-16 L1, E2,E6,and  [87,88,92,95,96,101-111,110,112-116,118-121].
LCR

HPV-18 E6,E7 and LCR  [122-128,130].

HPV-31
HPV-33 e 58

E6, E7 and LCR
E6 and E7

[82,100,131-133,135,133,125].
[125,133,135,133].

demonstrated that this variation can increase the p97 promoter
activity three to six-fold [122] (Table 2).

Intratype HPV-18 sequence variation

It has been suggested that genomic variability of different HPV-18
isolates might be responsible for the wide spectrum of pathologies
associated with this viral type. It was identified an HPV-18 variant
absent in cervical cancer, but present in 40% of intraepithelial lesions,
suggesting a lower oncogenic potential [123].

Studies have found a nucleotide change of C491A in HPV-18 E6
ORF [124,125], although in vitro analysis has shown that this E6 ORF
variation does not affect its ability to cause p53 degradation [126].
Variations in the HPV-18 E6 ORF were also observed at positions 287,
485 and 549, in the form of silent mutations [127]. Moreover, there
were variations in the HPV-18 E7 gene located near a linear epitope,
which is present on the surface of the capsid and is common among
many HPV genotypes [128,129]. Cerqueira et al. [125] found A41G
and T104C variations within HPV-18 LCR. These variations seem to be
able to achieve a increase activity of the E6/E7 p97 promoter by
modulating Sp1 and YY1 activities [130]. The studies that found
specific HPV-18 variants were associated with cervical cancer in
different populations [89,93,96,131] (Table 2).

Intratype HPV-31 sequence variation

As regards the HPV-31 E6 gene, Chagas et al. [83] detected
variations at positions 213 and 413, and similar results were found in
other studies [101,132]. Furthermore, Chagas et al. [83] found several
variants in HPV-31 E6 and E7 genes located in T-cell and B-cell
epitope sites [83]. These variations may influence the display of viral
peptides in the T-cells. The recognition of T-cell determinants by
T-cells (particularly T helper cells) significantly strengthens the cell-
mediated immune response against infectious organisms. T cells
cooperate with B cells in the induction and maintenance of an effective
antibody response and this leads to the maturation of cytotoxic T cells
by interacting with macrophages [133]. Apart from HPV-31 E6 and E7
genes, studies have been conducted with HPV-31 LCR. Recently, it was
shown that the A6943C and T6949A variability were associated with
high grade cervical lesions [134]. Analysis of HPV-31 LCR revealed the
G7449A, G7457A, C7474T, G7525A and T7575C variations, which
potentially affected the binding sites for the transcription factors [134]
(Table 2).

Intratype HPV-33 and HPV-58 sequence variation

HPV-33 E6 gene variations were associated with 71% of the cases
of cervical intraepithelial neoplasia [135]. Regarding the HPV-33 E7
gene, two nucleotide changes A737G and A862T were detected, but
only one displayed a change in codon (A862T, Q97L) [136]. There
have still been hardly any studies on HPV-33 genomic variability and
only a few HPV-33 genomic variants have been described (Table 2).

HPV-58 LCR sequence variation showed that C to G transversion at
the 7284 was found in 21.7% of abnormal cervical cytology patients
[134]. Furthermore, a significant association was found between T7207A,
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C7284G, T7345C, T7369G, T431G and T7483G and abnormal cervical
cytology [125] (Table 2).

Thus, these studies suggest that the HPV DNA variability may be
associated with cervical intraepithelial neoplasia and cervical cancer
(Fig. 2). HPV DNA variability might also explain the geographical
differences in morbidity and mortality worldwide.

Conclusions and perspectives

This article has discussed several critical issues involving the
question of susceptibility to cervical cancer. It is well-known that HPV
infection is necessary but not sufficient to develop cervical cancer,
which suggests that there are external factors involved in this
process. Genetic epidemiological studies suggest that genes are
involved in the susceptibility to cervical cancer, although these
genes associated with this process are still unknown. Thus, there is a
need for other association studies, which can clarify] the role of host
genes in susceptibility to cervical cancer. Furthermore, circulating
HPV DNA infects several non-genital tissues, which suggests the
hematogenous spread of HPV DNA leading to the persistence,
progression and pathogenesis of cervical cancer. Moreover, factors
related to an individual lifestyle, such as the use of tobacco, hormonal
contraceptives, early sexual activity and multiple sex partners are
also associated with cervical cancer. Multiple HPV infections and co-
infection with other agents also seem to play a critical role in
susceptibility to cervical cancer. HPV DNA variability has been
associated with persistence and progression of a premalignant
condition to cervical cancer; however, to date, there is no consensus
about the molecular markers that reveal susceptibility to cervical
cancer. Taken together, this evidence can explain why many women
have HPV infection, but only a few of them develop cervical cancer.
Thus, clinical follow-up of cervical intraepithelial neoplasia patients
which takes account of the critical areas discussed in this work,
could clarify the role played by genetic and environmental factors
in the progression of cervical intraepithelial neoplasia to cervical
cancer.
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