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Valuation of the Knowledge of Women of childbearing age from Caratateua Island, Outeiro District, Regarding HPV Infection



ABSTRACT
Introduction: Human papillomavirus (HPV) is a common sexually transmitted infection linked to cervical cancer. Despite the availability of preventive measures, many women of childbearing age still lack adequate knowledge about the virus.Objective: To assess the level of knowledge about HPV among women of childbearing age  living on Caratateua Island (Outeiro), in Belém, Pará, Brazil. Methods: A descriptive, quantitative study was conducted with 377 women aged 18 and older. Data were collected through a structured questionnaire in November 2024 and analyzed using Excel. Results: Only 47% were informed about the cause of HPV, while 45% were unaware, and 8% were uncertain. Regarding adherence to preventive exams, 91% of participants reported undergoing them, with 56% doing so annually. However, 38% expressed embarrassment about the exam. Concerning knowledge of cervical cancer, 70% know it can be cured if detected early. In terms of sexual behavior, 87% are sexually active, but 68% do not use condoms. Conclusion: The findings highlight a gap in knowledge and preventive practices regarding HPV, underscoring the need for targeted health education strategies to improve awareness and reduce risks. 
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INTRODUCTION


The human papillomavirus (HPV) is a virus that infects the skin or mucous membranes, with over 100 identified types. Among these, 15 types—such as 16, 18, 31, 33, 45, and 58—are considered high-risk due to their malignancy. HPV affects both men and women, and lesions can appear in the genital and extragenital regions, manifesting as clinical, subclinical, or latent infections (Araújo, Coelho & Brito, 2021).

The origin of HPV is still uncertain; however, genetic studies suggest a probable origin in the African continent, followed by global dissemination—particularly of types HPV-16 and HPV-18, which are most commonly associated with cancer in humans. Nonetheless, different types appear to have distinct origins, evidenced by their differing mechanisms of action and lack of genetic equivalence with other types (Ross et al., 2023).

High-risk HPV types include 16 and 18, which are present in 70% of cervical cancer cases. This cancer is caused by oncogenic HPV types and affects around 16,590 women per year, resulting in 6,385 deaths. Cervical cancer is preventable through vaccination and regular screening exams that detect precancerous lesions (Marrara & Santos, 2021).

HPV transmission occurs through direct contact of the genital organs during unprotected sexual activity, allowing the virus to penetrate epithelial tissue via microabrasions. Other forms of transmission include direct or indirect contact with lesions located in other parts of the body, as well as vertical transmission during pregnancy or childbirth (Araújo et al., 2021).

In recent years, this topic has been frequently addressed due to increasing cases, making it a recurrent subject of study in publications. This research is relevant as it allows for the analysis of women's opinions about HPV, raising the question of how much women from Caratateua Island, in the Outeiro District, know about HPV infection. Therefore, this study aims to assess the knowledge of women of childbearing age    from Caratateua Island, Outeiro District, regarding HPV infection.

METHOD

This is an opinion-based study aimed at investigating the perspective of a specific group of women. The research was conducted in the multicultural square Pistão da Água Boa, located on Caratateua Island, also known as Outeiro Island, a district that is part of the metropolitan area of Belém, Pará.

The local female population consists of 19,259 individuals. The sample size was calculated with a 95% confidence interval, resulting in 377 participants aged 18 and above, all residing on Caratateua Island. Data collection took place in the second half of 2024 through a questionnaire comprising 12 questions, administered during the week of November 7th to 11th, 2024, based on a pre-established script.

Collected data were transferred and organized using Microsoft Office 365 Excel spreadsheets. Quantitative analysis of the results was conducted descriptively, according to variables of interest and based on relevant literature.

This research adhered to the ethical principles of Resolution No. 466/12 of the National Health Council (Ministry of Health), which governs research involving human subjects. To ensure anonymity, respondents were identified using an alphanumeric system, with the code "M" for woman followed by a number indicating the order of the interview (M1, M2, Mx).


RESULTS

The study was conducted with 377 women from Caratateua Island in the Outeiro District, with 94% being users of the Brazilian public health system (SUS) and aged over 18. It aimed to analyze their knowledge about HPV, preventive care, and sexual behavior. Regarding awareness of HPV, 60% of the participants stated they were familiar with it.

When asked about the causes of HPV, 47% said they knew, 45% said they didn’t, and 8% were unsure—reflecting a lack of information potentially linked to sociodemographic factors not covered in this study. According to Abreu et al. (2018), education level significantly influenced knowledge about HPV, as respondents with higher education levels were more likely to be aware of the virus compared to those with only secondary education, among whom only one-fifth reported familiarity. This aligns with Soares et al. (2019), who found that awareness of Pap smears is closely associated with factors such as low education levels, older age, low socioeconomic status, and being a homemaker.

Regarding whether HPV is a sexually transmitted infection that affects both men and women and is linked to cervical cancer, more than 60% affirmed that it is. This differs from Zanetti et al. (2024), whose study showed that while most participants had heard of HPV, they couldn’t define the acronym or identify its link to cervical cancer—70% reported not knowing about the connection.

According to Abreu et al. (2018), understanding HPV transmission can lead to changes in both preventive and therapeutic behaviors. In their research, 93.2% of participants said they knew how HPV is transmitted, with nearly all (97.3%) recognizing it as a sexually transmitted infection.

In terms of adherence to screening exams, 91% of participants reported having had one and understood its purpose—56% undergo the exam annually, while 43% said they don’t. Regarding the exam location, 92% said they knew where to get it, 38% expressed embarrassment about undergoing the test, and more than 70% knew that cervical cancer is 100% curable if detected early.

As for sexual behavior and condom use, the majority (87%) reported being sexually active, but 68% do not use condoms. Most indicated they have a single partner and therefore feel safe. However, Abreu et al. (2021) found that although many women recognized condoms as an important preventive method, a considerable number didn’t know how to prevent HPV, and few mentioned other preventive measures. These results align with a similar study conducted in Recife, which showed that participants recognized condom use and vaccination as effective prevention strategies in sexual behavior.

DISCUSSION

The research conducted with 377 women of childbearing age  from Caratateua Island, in the district of Outeiro, offers valuable insights into HPV knowledge, adherence to preventive screening, and sexual behavior in a population predominantly composed of SUS users (94%) over the age of 18. These data provide an important foundation for understanding the specific needs of this community regarding sexual and reproductive health.

The level of knowledge about HPV among participants (60% stated they were familiar with it) is a positive finding, but still concerning, considering that 40% of the women were unsure or unaware of the infection. This reinforces the observation by Abreu et al. (2018) regarding the importance of disseminating comprehensive information on HPV to prevent risky behaviors. The knowledge gap identified in this study aligns with findings by Zanetti et al. (2024), who noted a lack of understanding about the meaning of HPV and its link to cervical cancer.

The analysis of HPV causation reveals an almost equal split between those who are aware (47%) and those who are not (45%), underscoring the need for more effective health education. This result is consistent with the studies of Abreu et al. (2018) and Soares et al. (2018), which highlight the influence of socioeconomic and educational factors on HPV knowledge and screening adherence. He and He (2018) emphasize the importance of awareness campaigns targeting groups with little or no access to health education—a particularly relevant observation for this population.

The high percentage of women who recognize HPV as a sexually transmitted infection and its connection to cervical cancer (over 60%) is a positive outcome, contrasting with results from Zanetti et al. (2024). This suggests that awareness campaigns in this community may have been more effective in certain aspects.

Adherence to preventive screening is another strength, with 91% of women demonstrating awareness of its purpose. However, the discrepancy between knowledge and practice (56% undergo annual screening, while 43% do not) calls for further investigation into the barriers preventing exam completion. Shame, mentioned by 38% of participants, is a significant factor—though less prevalent than in the study by Maia, Silva, and Silva (2024), where 95% of women cited embarrassment as the main reason for not undergoing a Pap smear.

Sexual behavior and condom use revealed a concerning pattern: 87% of women are sexually active, yet 68% do not use condoms. This contrasts with findings by Maia, Silva, and Silva (2024), where most women acknowledged condoms as an important preventive measure. The discrepancy between knowledge and behavior highlights the need to address not only education but also the cultural and social barriers influencing sexual behavior.

The understanding that cervical cancer is 100% curable when detected early (recognized by over 70% of participants) is a promising factor that can be leveraged to promote regular screening. As Silva et al. (2018) emphasized, the acceptance and demand for preventive screening are directly linked to the understanding of its importance for health. Therefore, health education strategies should not only focus on transmitting information but also on raising awareness about prevention’s critical role.

The role of Primary Health Units (UBS) and the Family Health Strategy (FHS)—which aim to reorganize primary care in Brazil according to SUS principles and are considered by the Ministry of Health as a strategy for expansion, qualification, and consolidation of primary care—is crucial in this context (Brazil, 2024). As the first point of contact between the population and the health system, these units play a fundamental role in disseminating information and conducting preventive screenings.

Strohl et al. (2018) emphasize the importance of understanding risk factors in adherence to preventive strategies. In this sense, the results of this study indicate the need for more focused educational interventions, addressing not only HPV and cervical cancer but also associated risk factors.

This research reveals significant progress in knowledge and adherence to preventive practices related to HPV and cervical cancer in the studied community. However, it also highlights areas needing attention, such as the gap between knowledge and behavior regarding condom use and regular screening. Future public health strategies should focus on continued education, reducing barriers to screening, and promoting safe sexual practices, taking into account the specific socioeconomic and cultural factors of this population.
CONCLUSION

The study made it possible to observe that the majority of women of childbearing age from Caratateua demonstrated knowledge about HPV as an oncogenic agent, and also allowed the identification of knowledge gaps among some women regarding human papillomavirus, especially concerning its transmission, causes, and preventive care.

Nursing interventions in health education are necessary and should be implemented to improve understanding of risks and enhance prevention methods for cervical cancer, thereby preventing women from engaging in behaviors harmful to their health and encouraging the adoption of healthy habits aimed at reducing the incidence of the disease.
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