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HPV Program in Colombia. A story of light and shadows.
American Cancer Society (ACS) and Colombian League Against Cancer.

Cervical Cancer (CC) is one of the leading causes of death in Colombian women and the
third most frequent type of cancer in the female population with an annual incidence rate of
19.3 per 100,000. The vast majority (80%) of CC cases are attributable to the Human
Papilloma Virus (HPV), which can be prevented through vaccination. Colombia went from
being one of the leading countries in the world in HPV vaccination rates (with rates higher
than 94% for both doses), to a poor immunization coverage levels of about 10.%. The reason
for the dramatic decrease in vaccine rates is associated with a media spotlight caused by
an episode of unknown etiology in the municipality of Carmen de Bolivar in 2014.,that was
amplified by some local politicians and antivax groups Following the media scandal, health
authorities opted to stop administering the vaccine in the schools and did not defend the
program vigourosly.

To change this situation, in 2018 the Colombian League Against Cancer, in association
with the American Cancer Society , conducted a pilot project in the department of Arauca,
frontier with Venezuela. The intervention consisted of a communication strategy aimed and
developed with different population groups that have a role in the vaccination decision
process: girls and adolescents in vaccination age, parents of adolescents girls, educational
institutions, health professionals and local media.
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With this challenge in mind, the project had three main phases: research/indagation, design
and testing, implementation and monitoring. Based on this route, the communications
strategy was designed based on the social and cultural characteristics of the audiences
involved in the decision to vaccinate against HPV, and specific communication channels and
messages were created according to their characteristics. This strategy consisted of
activities in the territory such as workshops, focus groups and interviews with key audiences
in the territory, an information kit directed to girls and adolescents and also their parents,
adittionally a plan for the dissemination of information in social networks and local media.

The results were very encouraging. Vaccination rate of the first dose increased significantly
from 4.7% in 2017, to 41% in 2018, to 83% in 2019 and to 62% in 2020.

Unfortunately, the covid-19 pandemic appeared and the schools were closed, and obviously
the campaign was affected.

The Colombian League Against Cancer, is committed to continue promoting health,
especially the HPV vaccination process, therefore, expects the replication of this
communications strategy in different territories of the country, in order to increase
vaccination against HPV in Colombia in Colombian girls and adolescents.
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