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Preventing cervical cancer

The Human Papilloma Virus (HPV) vaccine is a powerful tool for the 
prevention of cervical cancer. It was developed by industry, based on 
critical research done at the University of Queensland. Australia was 
the first country in the world to introduce the vaccine into its publically 
funded vaccination program.

The HPV vaccine was introduced in 2007 and the 
success of the vaccine has been monitored by linking 
vaccine registers to cervical smear registers in both 
Queensland and Victoria. 

“People get sick with other things or die from other causes.  
So it makes the trials more difficult.”

The result is that older people are under-represented in clinical  
trials – despite bearing the burden of chronic disease and being more  
likely to take prescription drugs.

Prior to the introduction of the vaccine for boys in 2013 data linkage 
was used to determine the background levels of potential adverse 
events in boys so that safety could effectively be monitored after the 
introduction of the vaccine.

The understanding of the role of HPV in cervical cancer and the  
success of the vaccine have now resulted in a change to the cervical 
cancer screening program. Cytology screening every 2 years for 
women aged between 18 to 69 years, has now been replaced with HPV 
screening every 5 years. This program is predicted to be more accurate 
and cost effective.

Privacy and security
Privacy protection and data security lie at the heart of the Population Health Research Network. The collection, use and disclosure of 
personal information by government agencies and other agencies are bound by strict legislative and regulatory conditions. Researchers 
wishing to access linked data must also adhere to stringent conditions, including ethics approval, data custodian approval and the 
development of a detailed data security plan.

Researchers are typically given access to a linked data set put together to meet the specific needs of their project. This de-identified data 
includes only the minimum information required for the research, such as age rather than date of birth.

Government agencies handle personal information in highly-secure environments. Data is delivered to researchers through a secure 
remote access facility, ensuring no information is stored on the researcher’s personal computer or their institutional network. 
Researchers cannot export raw data from this system, only their analyses, and these are checked.

Researchers must only use the data for the approved purpose and are not allowed to link any other information. At the conclusion of the 
project, all data must be destroyed or returned.

Penalties for researchers and government employees can include criminal conviction, jail time or substantial fines. In the more than ten 
years since the network began, there has never been a breach.
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