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Abstract. Breast cancer remains one of the leading causes of death among 

women in Peru, with a notable increase in young women in particular, who often 

present more aggressive tumor characteristics. Despite multiple preventive 

campaigns, there are communication barriers that limit women’s ability to access 

and seek reception and search for information, hindering health literacy. 

Therefore, through a qualitative methodology, in-depth interviews were 

conducted with female university students who indicated their level of 

assessment towards the main sources of information on breast cancer. 

Participants frequently found very technical terminology, confusing or outdated 

content yet expressed a high valuation towards the specialized medical source. 

On the other hand, a behavioral communication barrier identified in the 

interviewees was the fear of seeking or receiving information due to anxiety 

driven by the possibility of having the disease. Therefore, the report seeks to use 

its findings to contribute to the design of future prevention communication 

campaigns aimed at young women. 
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1. Introduction

In 2022, an estimated 665,684 women worldwide died from breast cancer according to 

the National Breast Cancer Coalition Foundation [1].  Research shows it is one of the 

leading causes of death among young women, a sector of the population that is more 

likely to have lethal tumor characteristics [2,3]. In Peru, the Ministry of Health 

estimates 7797   new cases annually of breast cancer, with an increase of 5% to 8% in 

young women under the age of 40 [4,5]. However, the implementation of preventive 

campaigns is becoming more frequent, such is the case of "The Most Important Day," 

a 2023 initiative that reached more than 19 million people thanks to the work of public 

and private health organizations [6]. Despite improvements in screening tests, 

treatments, and multiple campaigns, a significant behavioral barrier persists: fear. Many 

individuals avoid seeking information about breast cancer so as not to confront t he 
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possibility of having the disease [7]. It has even been shown that distress and anxiety 

appear when people are interested in information about the disease [8].  

Health communication plays a fundamental role in the empowerment of 

women by providing them with informational and emotional support, thereby 

enhancing their ability to make decisions that benefit their health [2,9]. However, the 

presence of questionable content or even the information itself may cause greater 

anxiety or rejection by individuals [10]. Unclear messaging, fear of finding information 

that confirms  one's health concerns, and avoidance of breast cancer-related content are 

barriers to health literacy, understood as a person's ability to understand and make use 

of health information for the benefit of their self-care [7, 11]. Cancer represents a 

significant threat to those who interpret it as a death sentence, which increases their fear 

and causes them to limit their exposure to such information [12, 13].  

On the other hand, there is little evidence on breast cancer in young women, 

based on the literature reviewed, but it is urgent to delve into this age group due to the 

increase in the number of cases in recent years [14]. It should be noted that the 

perception of young women regarding the possibility of contracting breast cancer is 

low, which reduces their willingness to be informed and take action to prevent the 

disease [15].  

Considering that low risk perception restricts their capacity for prevention, it 

is essential to implement communication strategies that take into account the behavioral 

barriers associated with seeking and receiving information [16]. This implies 

establishing clear, relevant messages that meet young women’s information needs and 

take into account their emotions, while avoiding alarmist content that end up 

undermining women's confidence and motivation to inform themselves about breast 

cancer prevention [17].  

Therefore, the research question guiding the paper is: What is the perception of 

young university women about behavioral barriers in breast cancer prevention 

communication? 

2. Methodology 

The methodology employs an interpretive approach because it is oriented to an in-depth 

understanding of university women's perceptions about breast cancer prevention. This 

approach focuses on understanding the ideas and interpretations about a specific topic 

to accurately capture how individuals assign meaning to their experiences. In turn, the 

research design is phenomenological because it considers the exponential increase of 

the disease in a young population [18]. This design describes people's experiences in 

the context of a specific event without allowing the interviewer's perspective to 

influence it [19]. The semi-structured interview was used as a technique for collecting 
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information. Being a sensitive topic such as breast cancer, the quality of the data was 

sought from a closer relationship with the participants.  

Thus, a questionnaire of questions was applied and validated with a pilot of 

two interviews. The interview lasted approximately 25 minutes on average, and the 

responses were grouped by categories for a thematic organization of the information. 

The findings were complemented with 28 bibliographical references on the subject. 

The sample consisted of 18 university women. The selection criteria 

considered were: residing in districts of Metropolitan Lima and aged between 21 and 

24 years (university age range established by the National Institute of Statistics and 

Informatics, INEI) [20]. According to the Department of Breast and Soft Tissue Surgery 

of INEN, this population group shows an increase in breast cancer cases of 3% per year 

[4]. 

Exclusion criteria considered that participants were not or had not been patients 

diagnosed with the disease or with family members who had been diagnosed with the 

disease, as the principal analysis was oriented to prevention campaigns and not to the 

treatment of the disease. The selection of participants was by convenience based on the 

availability of the participants. 

3. Results 

3.1 Users' assessment of information sources 

Young women's assessment of the information available in digital media (social 

networks, websites and scientific blogs) as a primary source of information on breast 

cancer prevention is largely negative. Interviewees described it as unreliable, 

incomplete, redundant and difficult to understand due to the use of technical terms.  

"The information I saw was technical and I didn't understand it. I feel a little 

uninformed to be honest, because I don't know what I have to do to check myself and 

prevent; I know the recommendations that the doctor gives you and nothing more." 

(E04) 

"Sometimes it's a little redundant. Everyone tells me the same thing. There is 

also too much news that people make up that I say 'it will be fake' and so I have to look 

for a reliable source." (E05) 

According to studies by Blázquez-Barba et al [22] and Fernández-Altuna et al 

[23], medical terminology represents a challenge for people when seeking health-

related information. In addition, Rodríguez et al. [24] notes that most sources on health 

do not have reliable or professionally verified basis, which causes users to face barriers 

that threaten their ability to search for and understand  accurate health information.    

Likewise, the level of understanding of the interviewees is low, due to the lack 

of clarity regarding information, processes for diagnosis and places of information 
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about breast cancer. According to Osei et al [15], the lack of understanding about 

aspects related to breast cancer prevention contributes to poor preventive practice, 

resulting in an increase in cases of the disease.  

However, a positive aspect is the reliability that the interviewees give to health 

personnel. Kreps & Sivaram [25] argue that health specialists are the primary source 

for quality information about breast cancer. 

"The best thing would be to go to a doctor who is a specialist on this subject. 

I think it would be more reliable and would give you a better explanation, because in 

case you do not understand something or the terms, you ask them and then, obviously 

with more patience they will explain it to you". (E9) 

3.2 Fear: the main communication barrier 

According to Case et al. [8], information about potential risks generates discomfort, 

prompting individuals to look for ways to resolve such tension. When faced with a 

threat perceived as impossible, they decide to ignore it completely [26]. Along these 

lines, Lee & Shi [7] point out that negative perceptions about cancer can affect people's 

behavior by decreasing their drive to seek information because of the unpleasant 

feelings that the topic causes them. In that sense, they add that people tend to constantly 

avoid any information derived from the disease in order to reduce distress. 

Therefore, from a qualitative methodology, the responses of the interviewees 

were organized in a word cloud — a visual representation of the frequency of words 

obtained [28] — in order to identify the concepts associated with the search for 

information on cancer. 

Fig. 1.  Words cloud associated with breast cancer information 

Most of the interviewed women stated that they were afraid when looking for 

information related to breast cancer, because they feared suffering from the symptoms. 

While a minority mentioned feeling uncomfortable because of the poor quality of the 

information they found, categorizing it as complicated, unreliable, contradictory or 

incomplete.  
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"For example, if tomorrow I touch a lump, I say ‘I have cancer,’ because that 

is what they usually put in our heads: that if you have a lump, get a checkup, because 

it can be dangerous. I am a bit alarmist with myself, then I go into crisis". (E13) 

Preventive campaigns aim to influence people's behaviors in order to 

encourage positive changes for the benefit of their health, but the presence of 

communicational and behavioral barriers hinder their impact and reduce the 

assimilation of effective messages [27]. 

3.3 Breast cancer prevention communication campaigns 

Breast cancer is a relevant topic for the interviewees and they agree that social networks 

are the most preferred medium for seeking and researching information regarding the 

subject. Similarly, they agree that the information they seek or receive from prevention 

campaigns should be clear and attractive, tailored to their age, lifestyles, needs and 

emotions without being alarmist or too technical. The information should also include 

testimonials and reflective messages that evoke emotional connection.  

All these points are consistent with the dominant topics in research shown in 

the journal Health Communication over the past 34 years according to the study by Ivic 

et al [28]. 

"It would be nice if you put a 20- or 23-year-old girl, telling her story of how she 

had been diagnosed with breast cancer at such a young age. Then you are definitely 

going to capture the attention of all the young girls, and also the narrative issue, without 

the use of technical words or alarmist information." (E3) 

4. Conclusions 

According to the literature reviewed, theoretical debates in health communication 

primarily focus on cancer prevention among adults over the age of 40. However, as 

cancer incidence rises among the younger population, it is essential to develop 

prevention campaigns aimed at a younger audience who often do not perceive cancer 

as an immediate or probable risk. Despite the communication efforts of public and 

private organizations to promote prevention, research shows that fear is a behavioral 

barrier that slows down the search for and reception of information by young women; 

in addition to this, health information can be complex to understand. 

Research indicates that specialized sources — such as medical personnel — 

are considered reliable. Therefore, a key challenge for future breast cancer prevention 

campaigns will be to deliver messaging that is approachable, accessible and easy to 

understand. 

Future research should include quantitative measures to further explore fear 

as a determinant in the search for and reception of information. This will serve as input 
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for the design of future prevention-oriented communication campaigns that are more 

effective and resonate more deeply with target audiences. 
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