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The authors respond to 
“Supporting the call for a 
gender-neutral human 
papillomavirus vaccination in 
Canada”

We thank Patel and Macartney for their 
recent letter and for providing evidence of 
Australia’s experience.1 It is particularly 
interesting that, since males were incorpo-
rated into Australia’s funded human papil-
lomavirus (HPV) vaccination program, not 
only have male vaccination rates in Austra-
lia increased, but female vaccination rates 
have also been positively influenced and 
have increased as well.2 This is unex-
pected, and it would be helpful to isolate 
the mechanisms that may have influenced 
this increase in female vaccination rates. 
Could a gender-neutral communication 
strategy about HPV and the HPV vaccine 
be more convincing and acceptable to par-
ents of girls and their daughters? Are par-
ents less skeptical of a vaccine that is pro-
vided to males and females?

We are optimistic that the recent 
change of policy to provide access to free 
HPV vaccination for males in some Cana-
dian provinces will also increase HPV 
uptake rates in both males and females. 
Notably, since September 2016, three 
additional Canadian provinces (Manitoba, 
Ontario, and Quebec) have joined three 
provinces (Alberta, Nova Scotia and 
Prince Edward Island) in providing HPV 
vaccination for both males and females.3 

We are very encouraged by the descrip-
tive findings showing that, since Australia 
funded males, vaccination rates in both 
males and females have improved. Never-
theless, we wonder whether these results 

can be extrapolated to other countries like 
Canada. With additional data in the future, 
this trend can be statistically investigated 
and verified. To do so, it will be important 
for HPV vaccination rates in Canadian 
provinces to be closely monitored and 
evaluated over time.

We also agree with Patel and Macart-
ney that vaccinating children regardless 
of gender is the most equitable policy 
approach.1 Indeed, since publishing our 
article in April, British Columbia (BC) — a 
province that vaccinates females and only 
a subset of males (including men who 
have sex with men and street youth)4  — 
has faced a human rights complaint from 
twin brothers in grade six who argue that 
BC’s policy is discriminatory.5 This com-
plaint is under review and a decision is 
expected in the near future.

As findings published in a recent spe-
cial report on HPV-associated cancers 
from the Canadian Cancer Society have 
shown, HPV-associated cancers in males 
are becoming a serious health concern.6 
The proportion of HPV-associated oro-
pharyngeal cancers in males (i.e., 28%) 
surpasses oropharyngeal cancers in 
females (i.e., 7%) and is approaching the 
proportion of cervical cancers (i.e., 35%, 
2012 statistics).6 The Canadian Cancer 
Society predicts that, if the incidence 
trends continue, oropharyngeal cancer 
rates in males will soon exceed the inci-
dence of cervical cancers in females.6,7 An 
increasing need for HPV vaccination for 
males will further exacerbate the inequity 
of programs that only provide the HPV 
vaccine to females.7

A gender-neutral HPV vaccination pro-
gram across Canada may increase HPV 

vaccination rates in females, as was found 
in Australia, but this will only be confirmed 
in time. Nevertheless, we now know that 
vaccinating males will help prevent a 
growing number of HPV-associated oro-
pharyngeal and anal cancers in males, and 
it is certainly a more equitable and consis-
tent policy approach.
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