
Azzani et al. BMC Women’s Health           (2023) 23:19  
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12905-023-02172-y

RESEARCH

© The Author(s) 2023. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which 
permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the 
original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or 
other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line 
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory 
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this 
licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/. The Creative Commons Public Domain Dedication waiver (http://​creat​iveco​
mmons.​org/​publi​cdoma​in/​zero/1.​0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated in a credit line to the data.

Open Access

BMC Women’s Health

Awareness of cervical cancer and its 
associated socio‑demographic factors 
among Yemeni immigrant women in Malaysia
Meram Azzani1*, Eshrak Ba‑Alawi2, Wahib Mohammed Atroosh3 and Hematram Yadav2 

Abstract 

Background  Studies have revealed that a higher proportion of women affected by cervical cancer are from some 
minority groups of immigrant women. Hence, this study was conducted to assess Yemeni immigrant women’s aware‑
ness of cervical cancer and its associated socio-demographic factors.

Methods  A cross-sectional study was conducted among 370 Yemeni women in Selangor and Kuala Lumpur, Malay‑
sia. Data on the awareness of symptoms/signs, risk factors, and screening programme were collected using Cervical 
Cancer Awareness Measurement (Cervical CAM) questionnaire.

Results  More than 74% of the study participants were unable to recall any warning symptoms/signs, and 73% were 
unable to recall any risk factors. The factors associated with the awareness of symptoms and risk factors were age 
(95% CI 4.22–5.22, p = 0.039), marital status (95% CI 4.05–7.87, p = 0.021), employment (95% CI 3.89–5.77, p = 0.046) 
and the number of children (95% CI 5.33–6.54, p = 0.041).

Conclusion  The findings underline the need for public awareness campaigns to improve public awareness of cancer 
symptoms and risk factors among underserved communities.
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Introduction
Cervical cancer (CC) is a significant public health prob-
lem. Even though it is most treatable and preventable, it 
is still one of the most common causes of cancer deaths 
among women in numerous developing countries [1]. 
About 80% of CC cases and an even greater mortality 

proportion occur in low‐income countries [2] due to the 
lack of awareness and the absence of efficient CC screen-
ing programs in these settings [3].

In Yemen, the age-standardized incidence rate of cer-
vical cancer cases attributable to HPV per 100,000 was 
2.5% in 2020 with a mortality rate of 1.8% [4]. A study 
done among 283 females attending the gynecological 
outpatient clinic in Sana’a (The capital of Yemen) found 
that 30.5% of study participants did not know any risk 
factors of cervical cancer. However, some of the women 
knew that HPV (42.3%), multiple sexual partners (36.2%), 
hereditary (29.6%), and long use of contraceptive pills 
(29.1%) could be causes of cervical cancer. In addition, 
59% and 18% of the participant knew that annual screen-
ing and vaccination against HPV infection, respectively, 
are preventative methods for cervical cancer [5].
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In Malaysia, there has been a significant reduction in 
the incidence, prevalence, and mortality of CC in the last 
20  years due to the implementation of a free-of-charge 
Pap Smear screening program for all Malaysian women 
in public hospitals and other health facilities [6]. While 
the consequences of CC have decreased in most coun-
tries following the Pap smear availability for the early 
diagnosis of cancerous changes, CC is still leading to 
devastating outcomes among various minority groups 
including immigrants [7]. Some minority groups such as 
immigrants may not be aware of the available screening 
programme and may suffer from late-stage CC that can 
lead to poor health consequences or even death [8]. A 
study conducted among Iraqi immigrant women staying 
in Malaysia found that lack of awareness of CC, the avail-
ability of Pap smear and the cost of screening services 
are the reasons for not doing a Pap test [9]. Other studies 
that have been conducted in high-income countries such 
as the United States of America (USA) have revealed that 
a higher proportion of women who suffered from CC are 
from some minority groups of immigrant women [10]. In 
Malaysia, the Pap smear test is available for immigrants 
as a screening tool in public hospitals and private clin-
ics. Hence, healthy women who are willing to undertake 
regular screening for CC have to pay out of pocket for 
Pap smear test. Early CC symptoms might not be pain-
ful or affect the functioning and may not be predicted 
as warning signs of CC or elicit help-seeking behavior 
[11].  Knowledge and awareness of CC are fundamental 
to improve participation in CC prevention and control. 
Therefore, it has been found that raising awareness of 
the warning symptoms and signs of CC and encouraging 
early presentation could reduce patient-attributable delay 
in the diagnosis of cancer and reduce mortality [12]. 
Hence, this study aimed to determine the level of aware-
ness of CC and its socio-demographic variances among 
Yemeni immigrants in Malaysia.

Methods
Study setting
There is high immigration of Yemeni people to Malaysia 
since the war in Yemen in 2015, where the current total 
number of Yemeni women in Malaysia aged 18  years 
and above reached 7742 and they are from almost all 
the states of Yemen (Source: Yemeni Embassy in Kuala 
Lumpur). The majority of them (7124, 92%) are between 
18 and 50  years old and the rest (618, 8%) are above 
50 years. Therefore, a cross‐sectional exploratory survey 
was carried out in Malaysia among Yemeni women who 
consented to participate in the study and stay in Selan-
gor and Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, from 1 April 2019 to 
31 June 2019. Data were collected using a face-to-face 
interview using a semi-structured questionnaire. While 

the Yemeni registry from Yemen embassy contains data 
on all Yemeni residents in Malaysia, women of a particu-
lar age group (18 and above) were randomly selected to 
participate in this study. However, the response rate was 
very low (15%). To account for the non-response rate, the 
researcher approached the areas with a high Yemeni pop-
ulation and met the Yemeni women in the prayer room 
of their condominium and asked them to participate con-
veniently in this study. Adequate information was pro-
vided to each woman via a participant information sheet.

Sample size calculation
The sample size was calculated using the Open Epi pro-
gram version 3.01. The calculated sample size was 367; 
this sample size assumed that 50% of immigrant women 
could recall at least one symptom or risk factor of CC 
with a 95% confidence interval and an 80% power. We 
inflated the sample size by considering a 20% non-
response rate as a result the total sample size was 441.

Study tool
The survey was conducted by using a validated modified 
Arabic version of the CC Awareness Measure (Cervical 
CAM) [13]. The CAM questionnaire was developed by 
the Health Behavior Research Centre at University Col-
lege London (UCL), in collaboration with the UK Depart-
ment of Health Cancer Team and The Eve Appeal, with 
funding from The Eve Appeal (Cancer Research UK, 
2008). The questionnaire was pretested among 20 Yemeni 
women to ensure the simplicity and clarity of the study 
tool.

CC awareness questionnaire (Cervical CAM) ques-
tionnaire is a semi-structured questionnaire con-
taining both open-ended (unprompted) and closed 
(prompted) questions. It contained eight questions to 
determine women’s awareness of the warning signs/
symptoms and risk factors of CC as an outcome varia-
ble. Awareness of cancer warning signs and risk factors 
was determined by using open-ended questions. These 
questions were asked to assess the respondents’ recall 
of as many signs/symptoms and risk factors as possible. 
Moreover, closed-ended questions were used to assess 
the participant’s ability to recognize 11 signs/symp-
toms and 11 risk factors. The 11 symptoms listed in 
the CAM questionnaire are vaginal bleeding between 
periods, pain during sex, persistent lower back pain, 
persistent vaginal discharge, vaginal bleeding after 
menopause, heavy menstrual periods, persistent diar-
rhea, persistent pelvic pain, vaginal bleeding during or 
after sex, blood in the stool or urine and unexplained 
weight loss. The 11 risk factors are infection with 
human papillomavirus (HPV), smoking, long-term 
use of contraceptive pills, having a weakened immune 
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system, infection with chlamydia, having a sexual part-
ner who is not circumcised, starting to have sex at a 
young age, having many sexual partners, having many 
children, having a sexual partner with many previous 
partners, and not going for regular Pap smear.

Description of study variables
Regarding participants’ ability to recall the warn-
ing signs and risk factors of CC, the participants 
were given the chance to freely answer what they 
knew about them. Score 1 was given to any of the 11 
warning signs/symptoms and 11 risk factors that the 
respondents recalled. Then scores were summed to 
give a total ‘recall’ score for each woman. For recogniz-
ing the 11 warning signs/symptoms, the recognition 
questions were of three options; “Yes”, “No” or “Don’t 
know”, while the response options for recognizing the 
risk factors were “Strongly disagree”, “Disagree”, “Not 
sure”, “Agree” or “Strongly agree”. For each symp-
tom/sign, a “Yes” response scored “1”, while a “No” or 
“Don’t know” response scored “0”. For each risk factor, 
“Agree” or “strongly agree” scored “1”, while “Strongly 
disagree”, “Disagree” and “Not sure” scored “0”. This 
scoring method is the same as that utilized in an ear-
lier published study using the CAM questionnaire [14, 
15]. The scores for both the recall and the recogni-
tion of the warning signs were summed to get a total 
awareness score for the warning signs, and the same 
was done for the recall and recognition of risk factors 
to get a total awareness score for the risk factors [13]. 
Awareness of the screening program was also explored 
which includes questions related to age should women 
start doing the screening test, practicing the Pap smear 
test, interested to do a Pap smear test, and if they do 
Pap test every 3 years regularly [13].

The explanatory variables consisted of socio-demo-
graphic factors, namely age, marital status, level of edu-
cation, employment, and monthly income. The income 
and age of the participants were collected as an open 
question then they were categorized. The other varia-
bles were collected as categorical variables; marital sta-
tus (single, married and divorced/widowed/separated), 
level of education (no formal education, primary and 
secondary, post-secondary, and others (including still 
studying), and employment (full-time and part-time), 
unemployed, and others which include retired, still 
studying, and disabled. Moreover, the spouse’s factors 
(education level, employment, and monthly income) 
were categorized as those of the woman. Finally, the 
cancer history of the woman herself and that of her 
family and friends were grouped into two categories 
(no cancer history and has a cancer history).

Statistical analysis
Data is entered and analyzed using the Statistical Package 
for Social Sciences 23(SPSS 23). Descriptive statistical 
analysis was utilized to determine the socio-demographic 
characteristics of study participants. Means and standard 
deviation for numerical variables and frequency and per-
centage for categorical data were reported.

In addition, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) was uti-
lized to assess the socio-demographic variances in the 
awareness score for the warning signs and risk factors of 
CC [13]. For statistically significant differences between 
the groups, multiple comparisons, showing which groups 
differed from each other were done using the Turkey post 
hoc test which is generally the preferred test for con-
ducting post hoc tests on a one-way ANOVA. A p-value 
of < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.

Results
A total of 370 responses were obtained out of 441 women 
approached, representing a response rate of 84%.

Socio‑demographic characteristics
Table  1 shows the socio-demographic characteristics 
of the study participants and their husbands. The mean 
age of the study respondents was 32.09 ± 8.44 years. The 
majority of study participants were married (64.9%), fol-
lowed by a single (29.5%) and divorced (5.6%). Regarding 
the number of children, most of the married women had 
less than three children (63.6%), while the remainder of 
the married women had three or more children (36.4%). 
In respect of the highest level of education, 52.4% of the 
women had a post-secondary level of education, 39.4% 
had no formal, primary, or secondary school educa-
tion, and only a small proportion had other qualifica-
tions (8.1%). A major proportion of the participants were 
studying or retired (48.1%), followed by unemployed 
(35.7%). Only a small proportion of the participants were 
employed (16.2%). As for the occupational category of 
the employed participants, the women were categorized 
into professional and managerial (11.6%), and skilled, 
semi-skilled and unskilled (7.2%). Regarding the income 
of the employed women, only a few of them were will-
ing to reveal their income (14.5%), and of those, who dis-
closed this information, most of them had a low income 
of less than MYR2000 per month (9.5%), while 5.1% had 
a middle level of income of MYR2000–4500 per month 
and none were earning a high income.

As regards the husbands’ socio-demographic char-
acteristics, in terms of the level of education 79.5% had 
been awarded a post-secondary level of education, while 
19.7% had no formal, primary or secondary school edu-
cation and only a low proportion had other qualifications 
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(0.8%). As regards the employment of the husband, most 
were in full-time or part-time employment (45.7%), while 
11.4% were unemployed and 8.6% were in the ‘others’ cat-
egory, which included retired and students. As regards 
the occupational category, 20% of the husbands were in 
professional and managerial employment and 27.8% were 
skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled. The income of the 
husbands was categorized into low (< MYR2000), mid-
dle between MYR2000–4000, and high > MYR4500, and 
24.6%, 12.7%, and 7.0% were in these categories, respec-
tively. Regarding the women participants’ history of can-
cer, 0.8% of the participants themselves had a history of 
cancer, while they reported a history of cancer in part-
ners (0.5%), family members (33.0%), and friends (26.7%).

Awareness of signs/symptoms and risk factors of cervical 
cancer
Concerning the level of awareness of the signs and symp-
toms by the recall, the most common symptom was 
vaginal bleeding between periods (19.5%), followed by 
menstrual periods heavier or longer than usual (17.0%), 
while the level of awareness exhibited among the partici-
pants for persistent vaginal discharge was (7.6%), persis-
tent lower back pain (5.4%) and vaginal bleeding after the 
menopause (4.3%). The recall awareness for other signs 
and symptoms was very poor; for example, discomfort or 
pain during sex (2.2%), persistent diarrhea (0.3%), persis-
tent pelvic pain (2.4%), vaginal bleeding during or after 
sex (1.9%), blood in the stool or urine (1.4%), and unex-
plained weight loss (0.5%). On the other hand, the per-
centage scores for awareness by recognition among the 
participants were higher: vaginal bleeding between peri-
ods (50.0%), vaginal bleeding after menopause (55.1%), 
persistent vaginal discharge (39.7%), discomfort or pain 
during sex (31.4%), vaginal bleeding during or after sex 
(15.9%), persistent pelvic pain (35.9%), blood in the stool 
or urine (28.4%), unexplained weight loss (30.3%) and 
persistent diarrhea (14.6%). In general, there was a poor 
level of awareness by recall as compared to recognition of 
all the signs and symptoms of CC (Table 2).

Moreover, the awareness of the risk factors of CC by 
recall was also very low in comparison to awareness by 
recognition. For instance, approximately 100% of the 
women could not recall some risk factor that could lead 
to having CC, such as a sexual partner who is not circum-
cised or having been infected with chlamydia. The most 
recalled risk factors were smoking (10.0%), use of con-
traceptives (8.4%), and not going for a regular pap smear 
(6.2%), followed by a weakened immune system (5.1%). 
Regarding the recognition of risk factors, the weakened 
immune system was the most recognized factor (66.2%), 
followed by not going for a regular pap smear (65.7%) and 
smoking (57.3%). The same proportion of respondents 

Table 1  Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents 
(n = 370)

Socio-demographic characteristic N %

Mean age (± SD) 32.09 ± 8.44

Age groups

18–29 139 37.5

30–39 152 41.1

40–50 79 21.4

Marital status

Single/never married 109 29.5

Married 240 64.9

Divorced/widowed/separated 21 5.6

Education level

No formal, primary and secondary 146 39.5

Post-secondary 194 52.4

Others (still studying etc.) 30 8.1

Living arrangement

Own house 29 7.8

Renting 258 69.7

Others 83 22.4

Number of children

 < 3 166 63.6

 ≥ 3 95 36.4

Employment status

Employed (full-time and part-time) 60 16.2

Unemployed 132 35.7

Others 178 48.1

Occupational category

Professional and managerial 43 11.6

Skilled, semi-skilled, and unskilled 27 7.2

Monthly income (MYR)*

Low (< 2000) 35 9.5

Middle (2000–4500) 19 5.1

High (> 4500) 0 0.0

Husband’s highest qualification

No formal, primary and secondary 73 19.7

Post-secondary 294 79.5

Others 3 0.8

Husband’s employment status

Employed (full-time and part-time) 169 45.7

Unemployed 42 11.4

Others (retired, studying, etc.) 32 8.6

Occupational category

Professional and managerial 74 20.0

Skilled, semi-skilled, and unskilled 103 27.7

Husband’s monthly income (MYR)

Low (< 2000) 91 24.6

Middle (2000–4500) 47 12.7

High (> 4500) 26 7.0

Prior history of cancer

You 3 0.8

Partner 2 0.5

Family members 122 33.0

Friends 99 26.7

*Malaysian Ringgit
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recognized that the use of contraceptives and having 
many sexual partners were risk factors for CC (53%), fol-
lowed by the other factors, in descending order of rec-
ognition: a sexual partner with many previous partners 
(48.4%), HPV infection (44.3%), infected with chlamydia 
(40.5%), a sexual partner who is not circumcised (25.4%), 
starting sex at a young age (25.1%) and having many chil-
dren (22.2%) (Table 2).

Total awareness scores for signs and symptoms and risk 
factors
Regarding the total awareness score of the participants 
with respect to their recall and the recognition of the 
signs and symptoms and the risk factors of CC, it found 
that the women have poor awareness of CC symptoms 
and risk factors by recall as compared to recognition 
(mean = 0.62 vs 3.59 and 0.35 vs 5.01) for the signs and 
symptoms and the risk factors, respectively.

Awareness of the cervical cancer screening test
Table  3 shows the awareness of the CC screening test 
among the study participants. From the table, most of 
the women stated that they were interested in doing a 
CC screening test (67.6%). However, regarding the age at 
which women should start having the test, awareness was 
poor, in which out of the 370 participants, about 37.0% 
answered “I don’t know” while 22.2% answered between 
the age of 18 and 25 years (which is the correct answer). 
Other participants gave a variety of age points: > 25 years 
(5.9%), ≥ 30  years (12.2%), and ≥ 40  years (12.4%). Fur-
thermore, other poor answers that were given were at the 
age of marriage (4.5%), at menopause (2.4%), and when 
feeling the pain of symptoms that can indicate CC (0.3%).

The other three questions about awareness of the 
screening test were designed to elicit what the partici-
pants knew about Pap smear test practices and their 
practices. A majority of the women stated that they 
did not practice having a pap test (87.3%), while only 
9.7% stated “Yes” and 3.0% answered “I don’t know”. 

Table 2  Awareness of warning signs/symptoms and risk factors 
of cervical cancer

Signs and symptoms Recall Recognition

n (%) n (%)

Vaginal bleeding between periods 72 (19.5) 185 (50.0)

Persistent lower back pain 20 (5.4) 88 (23.8)

Persistent vaginal discharge 28 (7.6) 147 (39.7)

Discomfort or pain during sex 8 (2.2) 116 (31.4)

Menstrual periods heavier or longer than 
usual

63 (17.0) 126 (34.1)

Persistent diarrhoea 1 (0.3) 54 (14.6)

Vaginal bleeding after the menopause 16 (4.3) 204 (55.1)

Persistent pelvic pain 9 (2.4) 133 (35.9)

Vaginal bleeding during or after sex 7 (1.9) 59 (15.9)

Blood in the stool or urine 5 (1.4) 105 (28.4)

Unexplained weight loss 2 (0.5) 112 (30.3)

Risk factors

HPV infection 2 (0.5) 164 (44.3)

Smoking 37 (10.0) 212 (57.3)

Weakened immune system 19 (5.1) 245 (66.2)

Use of contraceptives 31 (8.4) 196 (53.0)

Infected with chlamydia 0 (0.0) 150 (40.5)

A sexual partner who is not circumcised 0 (0.0) 94 (25.4)

Starting sex at a young age 6 (1.6) 93 (25.1)

Many sexual partners 5 (1.4) 196 (53.0)

Having many children 8 (2.2) 82 (22.2)

A sexual partner with many previous 
partners

2 (0.5) 179 (48.4)

Not going for a regular pap smear 23 (6.2) 243 (65.7)

Table 3  Awareness of the cervical cancer screening test

Variable N %

Awareness of cervical cancer screening test

Yes 250 67.6

No 37 10.0

I don’t know 83 22.4

Age of women should start doing the test

18–25 years 82 22.2

 > 25 years 22 5.9

 ≥ 30 years 45 12.2

 ≥ 40 years 46 12.4

At the age of marriage 17 4.5

At menopause 9 2.4

Unrelated to age 11 2.9

When a woman feels pain 1 0.3

I don’t know 137 37.0

Practiced the pap smear test

Yes 36 9.7

No 323 87.3

I don’t know 11 3.0

Interested in doing a pap smear test

Yes 278 75.1

No 75 20.3

I don’t know 17 4.6

Pap tests should be done regularly every three years

Yes 172 46.5

No 92 24.9

I don’t know 106 28.6
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However, 75.1% stated that they were interested in 
doing the test. As regards the participants’ awareness 
about how often women should do the test more than 
46% said “Yes” (women should have the test regularly 
every 3 years), whereas 24.9% said “No” (that was not 
the case), and 28.6% responded “I don’t know”.

Factors associated with awareness of the warning signs/
symptoms and risk factors of cervical cancer
Table  4 shows the ANOVA test results for the fac-
tors associated with the recall and recognition of the 
warning signs and symptoms of CC. From the results 
in the table, it can be observed that age, marital sta-
tus, and employment were statistically significant 
associated factors of awareness of warning signs and 
symptoms. On the other hand, living arrangement, 
occupational category, number of children, women’s 
monthly income, and husband-related factors were 
not statistically significant (p > 0.05). In respect of age, 
there was a statistically significant difference among 
groups (F = 3.278, p = 0.039). A Turkey post-hoc test 
showed that those aged 30–39 years had higher aware-
ness of signs and symptoms as compared to women 
aged 18–29  years and those in the 40–50  years age 
group. As regards to marital status, there was a statis-
tically significant difference among groups (F = 3.3895, 
p = 0.021). A Turkey post-hoc test showed that those 
who were divorced/widowed/separated had higher 
awareness of signs and symptoms in comparison to 
married women (5.95 vs. 4.00). There was no statisti-
cally significant difference between divorced/sepa-
rated and single women (p = 0.585). As for the effect 
of employment, there was a statistically significant dif-
ference among groups (F = 3.099, p = 0.046). A Turkey 
post-hoc test showed that those who were employed 
had higher awareness of signs and symptoms than 
those who were unemployed (4.83 vs. 3.373). There 
was no statistically significant difference between 
employed participants and those in the other category 
(Table 4).

In addition, the ANOVA test results for the inde-
pendent variables of recall and recognition of the risk 
factors of CC show that all the socio-demographic fac-
tors of women and their husbands were not significant 
(p > 0.05), except for one factor, namely, the number of 
children (p < 0.05). In respect of the number of children, 
there was a statistically significant difference between 
groups (t = 4.197, p = 0.041) in which women who had 
three or more children had higher awareness of CC risk 
factors in comparison to those who had less than three 
children (mean = 5.94 vs. 5.16) (Table 4).

Discussion
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study in 
Malaysia conducted to evaluate Yemeni immigrant wom-
en’s awareness of CC symptoms and risk factors and to 
determine socio-demographic differences in their level of 
awareness.

Regarding awareness of the symptoms of CC, the most 
recalled and recognized symptom was vaginal bleeding 
between periods. Similarly, studies conducted in Yemen 
and UK found that the commonly recalled symptom is 
vaginal bleeding between periods [5, 16, 17]. In contrast, 
a study done in Tanzania found “Persistent vaginal dis-
charge that smells unpleasant” as the most frequently 
recalled symptoms [18]. In this study, persistent diar-
rhoea was recalled by only 0.3% of the respondents, 
which is similar to a finding of a previous study con-
ducted in England [17]. The findings of various studies 
highlighted that women only think about the symptoms 
related to the reproductive tract. This calls for action to 
improve the knowledge of symptoms of CC  especially 
those unrelated to the reproductive tract.

In regard to awareness of the risk factors, the capacity to 
recall the 11 risk factors was very low among all partici-
pants and this is consistent with previous studies [17, 19]. 
The risk factors of smoking and the use of contraceptives 
were the most recalled by the current study sample (10% 
and 8.4%, respectively) and these results are similar to 
those in the previous study also [19] and in contrast with 
other studies which found sexual behavior related factors 
as the most identified risk factors [16, 20]. This could prob-
ably be a result of genuine knowledge of this specific risk 
factor or could be a result of misconception as women 
have been known to disproportionately relate birth control 
pills with many side effects such as infertility and cancer 
[21]. Though, this needs further studies to support.

It was not surprising to find that among the partici-
pants in this study awareness by recall was very poor in 
respect of HPV being a risk factor (0.5%) because simi-
lar results have been reported in previous studies[16, 22]. 
However, a study performed in Egypt revealed that 32.5% 
think that CC is caused by a viral infection [23].

In terms of awareness by recognition of risk factors, 
a weakened immune system was recognized as a risk 
factor by many of the women in this study (66.2%). A 
similar result was reported by a study done in Libya 
[19]. However, a study conducted in Yemen found that 
the most recognized risk factor (69.5%) among Yem-
eni women is HPV infection [5]. In addition, our study 
found that 65.7% of the participants answered that 
not going for a regular pap test is a risk factor, which 
is similar to the result of previous studies conducted in 
Yemen and England [5, 16]. In contrast, having many 
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Table 4  Analysis of variance showing the factors associated with the recall and recognition of the warning signs/symptoms, and risk 
factors of cervical cancer (n = 370)

Variable Warning signs of cervical cancer Risk factors of cervical cancer

Mean (95% CI) ANOVA Mean (95% CI) ANOVA

Age group (years)

18–29 3.88 (3.31–4.44) F = 3.278 5.29 (4.79–5.79) F = 1.380

30–39 4.71 (4.22–5.22) p = 0.039* 5.19 (4.73–5.65) p = 0.253

40–50 3.85 (3.22–4.47) 5.84 (5.18–6.50)

Marital status

Single 4.36 (3.78–4.94) F = 3.895 5.33 (4.77–5.89) F = 2.722

Married 4.00 (3.61–4.39) p = 0.021* 5.26 (4.90–5.62) p = 0.067

Divorced/widowed 5.95 (4.03–7.87) 6.80 (5.19–8.42)

Living arrangement

Own house 3.72 (2.59–4.85) F = 0.549 4.45 (3.50–5.39) F = 1.887

Renting 4.20 (3.81–4.58) p = 0.578 5.38 (5.01–5.74) p = 0.153

Others 4.43 (3.72–5.15) 5.67 (5.03–6.32)

No of children

 < 3 4.08 (3.63–4.52) t = 0.369** 5.16 (4.70–5.60) t = 4.197**

 ≥ 3 4.31 (3.65–4.97) p = 0.544 5.94 (5.33–6.54) p = 0.041*

Education

No formal/primary and secondary 3.86 (3.37–4.35) F = 2.87 5.21 (4.74–5.69) F = 0.376

Post-secondary 4.58 (4.11–5.04) p = 0.058 5.49 (5.07–5.91) p = 0.687

Others (still studying etc.) 3.56 (2.52–4.60) 5.30 (4.18–6.41)

Employment

Employed (full-time and part-time) 4.83 (3.89–5.77) F = 3.099 5.65 (4.79–6.50) F = 0.332

Unemployed 3.71 (3.17–4.24) p = 0.046* 5.34 (4.84–5.84) p = 0.716

Others (retired, studying, etc.) 4.38 (3.93–4.82) 5.29 (4.88–5.72)

Occupational category

Professional and Managerial 3.86 (2.98–4.73) t = − 0.505** 5.39 (4.47–6.31) t = − 0.550**

Skilled/semi-skilled and unskilled 4.22 (3.02–5.42) p = 0.616 5.77 (4.77–6.78) p = 0.584

Monthly personal income (MYR)

 < 2000 3.97 (2.80–5.14) F = 1.169 5.54 (4.43–6.65) F = 2.088

2000–4500 3.00 (1.73–4.26) p = 0.285 4.37 (3.46–5.28) p = 0.155

Husband’s education level

No formal, primary, and secondary 3.53 (2.85–4.21) F = 1.475 5.16 (4.49–5.83) F = 0.13

Post-secondary 4.25 (3.78–4.73) p = 0.231 5.31 (4.87–5.76) p = 0.875

Others (still studying, etc.) 3.33 (− 8.92–15.58) 4.66 (− 7.07–16.40)

Husband’s employment status

Employed (full-time and part-time) 4.11 (3.66–4.58) F = 0.163 5.49 (5.03–5.95) F = 0.212

Unemployed 4.36 (3.40–5.31) p = 0.850 5.17 (4.32–6.01) p = 0.809

Others (retired, studying, disabled) 3.97 (2.86–5.09) 5.47 (4.51–6.42)

Husband’s occupational category

Professional and managerial 3.86 (2.98–4.73) t = − 0.505 5.39 (4.47–6.31) t = − 0.550

Skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled 4.22 (3.02–5.42) p = 0.616 5.77 (4.77–6.78) p = 0.584

Husband’s monthly income (MYR)

 < 2000 4.09 (3.43–4.74) F = 1.703 5.60 (4.97–6.23) F = 0.924

2000–4500 4.70 (3.52–5.88) p = 0.185 5.06 (4.18–5.95) p = 0.399

 > 4500 3.19 (2.11–4.27) 4.85 (3.76–5.93)

History of cancer among family, friends and relatives

Yes 4.12 (− 0.83–0.48) t = − 0.519** 5.37 (− 0.615–0.602) t =− 0.020**

No 4.29 (− 0.83–0.48) p = 0.604 5.37 (− 0.614–0.602) p = 0.984

*Significant at p < 0.05

**t-test was run for two-group variables
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children was the least recognized risk factor among the 
women in our study (22.2%). Similarly, the study done 
in Libya found that having many children is the least 
recognized risk factor for 11% of women [19]. However, 
recognition of sex as a risk factor was so poor. These 
results suggest that despite most of the women know-
ing that a link exists between CC and not going for a 
Pap test and HPV, the relationship between sex and 
HPV is not understood by the majority [16, 24].

In addition, most of the women stated that they did 
not practice having a pap test (87.3%). Similarly, a 
study conducted among African immigrant women 
in Malaysia found that the prevalence of Pap smear 
uptake among the participants in the past 3 years was 
27.2% [25]. This may reflect the low awareness and uti-
lization of screening services among immigrant women 
in Malaysia. Since screening is a crucial part of early 
cancer diagnosis and later better prognosis, there is a 
need for efforts to improve the utilization of screening 
services.

Age, marital status, and employment were statisti-
cally significant associated factors for awareness of the 
warning signs and symptoms of CC, where middle-aged 
(30–39  years) women had a higher score of awareness. 
One plausible explanation for this result could be that 
the incidence of CC is highest in this age group [26]. And 
there is evidence that younger women (18–29 years) may 
be more vulnerable to some risk factors such as being 
infected with chlamydia [27]. The result of our study is 
consistent with that of a previous study done in England 
in which age was found to be a significant predictor [16].

Also, in our study, employed women had a higher 
awareness score as compared to those in the unemployed 
and other groups. This is consistent with a study done in 
Libya [19] in which it was reported that the majority of 
employed women were highly educated a factor that was 
employed to justify this finding and which is supported 
by the arguments provided in other previous studies [16, 
19].

However, as regards awareness of the risk factors of 
CC, our study found that only one factor was signifi-
cant, namely the number of children, where women with 
three or more children had a higher awareness score as 
compared to those who had fewer than three children. 
Despite the number of children being identified as a risk 
factor for CC, previous studies did not investigate this 
factor as a predictor of awareness of CC   [16, 19, 28]. 
Thus, a comparison with previous findings cannot be 
made.

The strength of this study is that it approaches an 
important issue in an under-studied population, and it 
will have great potential to contribute to the improvement 
of healthcare for minority immigrant women.  However, 

this study has some limitations. First, when the partici-
pants were selected randomly, the non-response rate was 
high which leads the researcher to change the sampling 
method to convenient sampling. As a result, the sample 
may not be representative of the whole community. Sec-
ond, as the information on screening was self-reported, 
the study may be subjected to information bias.

Conclusion
Awareness of the signs and symptoms and the risk fac-
tors of CC among immigrant Yemeni women in Malay-
sia remains poor. Based on the evidence obtained, this 
study revealed that there is variation in the awareness 
of the signs and symptoms and the risk factors, and this 
variation is affected by certain socio-demographic fac-
tors. The outcomes of this study emphasize that there is 
a strong and urgent need to increase women’s awareness 
about CC symptoms and risk factors and the utilization 
of screening test.

Recommendations
A health education campaign should be conducted to 
maximize awareness of CC prevention among the public. 
Such a campaign may help immigrant women to better 
understand CC and the significance of screening, and to 
identify the warning symptoms and risk factors of CC. 
Furthermore, health education through healthcare pro-
viders could improve the response to a preventive health 
service program for CC. The allocation of a special fund 
to make CC screening available for immigrant women 
in public healthcare facilities for a nominal fee is also 
recommended.

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank all the study respondents for their participa‑
tion in this study.

Author contributions
All authors contributed to the design of the study and write-up of the manu‑
script. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
There is no research funding for this project.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets used and/or analyzed during the current study are available from 
the corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
All methods in this study were carried out following relevant guidelines and 
regulations. Ethical approval was obtained from the ethics committee of 
the Research Management Centre at MAHSA University (RMC/EC54/2019). 
Informed written consent was obtained from respondents after the objectives 
of the study are explained.



Page 9 of 9Azzani et al. BMC Women’s Health           (2023) 23:19 	

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Received: 21 October 2022   Accepted: 11 January 2023

References
	1.	 Bray F, Ferlay J, Soerjomataram I, Siegel RL, Torre LA, Jemal A. Global 

cancer statistics 2018: GLOBOCAN estimates of incidence and mortal‑
ity worldwide for 36 cancers in 185 countries. CA: Cancer J Clin. 
2018;68(6):394–424.

	2.	 Wong LP, Wong YL, Low WY, et al. Knowledge and awareness of cervical 
cancer and screening among Malaysian women who have never had a 
Pap smear: a qualitative study. Singap Med J. 2009;50(1):49.

	3.	 Valdespinoa VM, Valdespinoc VE. Cervical cancer screening: state of the 
art. Curr Opin Obstet Gynecol. 2006;18:35–40.

	4.	 Ferlay J, Ervik M, Lam F, Colombet M, Mery L, Piñeros M, et al. Global 
cancer observatory: cancer today. Lyon, France: International Agency for 
Research on Cancer; 2020.

	5.	 Abdul-Aziz M. Knowledge, attitude and practice towards cervical cancer 
among reproductive health clients at the University of science & technol‑
ogy hospital-Sana’a in Yemen. Yemeni J For Med Sci. 2012;6:21–7.

	6.	 MOH. Clinical practice guidelines on management of cervical cancer. 
Malaysia: Ministry of Health; 2003.

	7.	 Howell LP, Gurusinghe S, Tabnak F, Sciortino S. Cervical cancer screening 
in medically underserved California Latina and non-Latina women: effect 
of age and regularity of Pap testing. Cancer Detect Prev. 2009;32(372):9.

	8.	 Woltman KJ, Newbold KB. Immigrant women and cervical cancer screen‑
ing uptake. Can J Public Health. 2007;98(6):470–5.

	9.	 Osman MT, Al-Naggar RA, Taha BI. Knowledge and awareness of cervical 
cancer screening among Iraqi immigrant women living in Malaysia. 
World J Med Sci. 2013;8(2):123–9.

	10.	 Adeyemi M. Factors affecting cervical cancer screening among African 
women living in the United States (Doctoral dissertation. Walden Univer‑
sity. 2013.

	11.	 Mishra GA, Pimple SA, Shastri SS. An overview of prevention and 
early detection of cervical cancers. Indian J Med Paediatr Oncol. 
2011;32(3):125–32.

	12.	 WHO. Cervical cancer: World Helath Organization. https://​www.​who.​int/​
cancer/​preve​ntion/​diagn​osis-​scree​ning/​cervi​cal-​cancer/​en/.

	13.	 Nada A, Hweissa M. Cervical cancer prevention in Libya-public awareness, 
barriers to screening and the attitudes of health care professionals/Nada 
Ab. Mansour Hweissa (Doctoral dissertation, University of Malaya). 2017.

	14.	 Wang LT, Wei Z, Yang J, Zhang Y, Zhang FF, Su J, et al. severe haze over the 
southern Hebei, China: model evaluation, source apportionment, and 
policy implications. Atmos Chem Phys Discuss. 2013;14(6):3151–73.

	15.	 Su TT, Goh JY, Tan J, Muhaimah AR, Pigeneswaren Y, Khairun NS, et al. 
Level of colorectal cancer awareness: a cross sectional exploratory 
study among multi-ethnic rural population in Malaysia. BMC Cancer. 
2013;7(13):376.

	16.	 Low EL, Simon AE, Lyons J, Romney-Alexander D, Waller J. What do British 
women know about cervical cancer symptoms and risk factors? Eur J 
Cancer Care. 2012;48(16):3001–8.

	17.	 Waller J. What women know: report on awareness levels of cervical 
cancer amongst women in England. The Eve Appea. 2010.

	18.	 Mabelele MM, Materu J, Ng’ida FD, Mahande MJ. Knowledge towards 
cervical cancer prevention and screening practices among women who 
attended reproductive and child health clinic at Magu district hospital, 
Lake Zone Tanzania: a cross-sectional study. BMC Cancer. 2018;18:1–8.

	19.	 Hweissa NA, Su TT. Awareness of cervical cancer and socio-demographic 
variations among women in Libya. Eur J Cancer Care. 2017;27(1):12750.

	20.	 Getahun F, Mazengia F, Abuhay M, Birhanu Z. Comprehensive knowledge 
about cervical cancer is low among women in Northwest Ethiopia. BMC 
Cancer. 2013;13(2):1–7.

	21.	 Irani L, Speizer I. Attitudes, beliefs and norms relating to contracep‑
tive use among young migrant and non-migrant adults in urban 
Dar es salaam, Tanzania. Glob Public Health: Int J Res Policy Pract. 
2013;8(9):1048–62.

	22.	 Marlow LA, Waller J, Wardle J. Public awareness that HPV is a risk factor for 
cervical cancer. Br J Cancer. 2007;97(5):691.

	23.	 Shaltout MF, Sallam HN, AbouSeeda M, Moiety F, Hemeda H, Ibrahim A, 
et al. Prevalence and type distribution of human papillomavirus among 
women older than 18 years in Egypt: a multicenter, observational study. 
Int J Infect Dis. 2014;29:226–31.

	24.	 Waller J, McCaffery K, Wardle J. Beliefs about the risk factors for cervical 
cancer in a British population sample. Prev Med. 2004;38(6):745–53.

	25.	 Nwabichie CC, Manaf RA, Ismail SB. Factors affecting uptake of cervical 
cancer screening among African women in Klang Valley, Malaysia. Asian 
Pacific journal of cancer prevention. APJCP. 2018;19(3):825.

	26.	 Key Statistics for Cervical Cancer: American Cancer Society; 2019. https://​
www.​cancer.​org/​cancer/​cervi​cal-​cancer/​about/​key-​stati​stics.​html.

	27.	 Navarro C, Jolly A, Nair R, Chen Y. Risk Factors for Genital Chlamydial Infec‑
tion. Rev Can J Infect Dis Med Microbiol. 2002;13(3):195–207.

	28.	 Al Meer FM, Aseel MT, Al Khalaf J, Al Kuwari MG, Ismail MF. Knowledge, 
attitude and practices regarding cervical cancer and screening among 
women visiting primary health care in Qatar. 2011.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub‑
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

https://www.who.int/cancer/prevention/diagnosis-screening/cervical-cancer/en/
https://www.who.int/cancer/prevention/diagnosis-screening/cervical-cancer/en/
https://www.cancer.org/cancer/cervical-cancer/about/key-statistics.html
https://www.cancer.org/cancer/cervical-cancer/about/key-statistics.html

	Awareness of cervical cancer and its associated socio-demographic factors among Yemeni immigrant women in Malaysia
	Abstract 
	Background 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusion 

	Introduction
	Methods
	Study setting
	Sample size calculation
	Study tool
	Description of study variables
	Statistical analysis

	Results
	Socio-demographic characteristics
	Awareness of signssymptoms and risk factors of cervical cancer
	Total awareness scores for signs and symptoms and risk factors
	Awareness of the cervical cancer screening test
	Factors associated with awareness of the warning signssymptoms and risk factors of cervical cancer

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Recommendations
	Acknowledgements
	References


