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Knowledge, Attitudes, and Practices of Pharmacy Students Regarding
Human Papillomavirus Vaccine and Obstacles to its Acceptance
in Pakistan.

Gotam Kumar ', Hafsa Rasheed %', Fatima Awan * , Hafsa Qazi *, Anousha Humayoon °

ABSTRACT:

Objective: To assess awareness regarding HPV vaccination and identify the obstacles of its acceptance among phar-
macy students.

Methodology: This cross-sectional descriptive study was conducted among pharmacy students of Peoples University of
Medical and Health Sciences for Women, Shaheed Benazirabad during April 2025 to August 2025. Data from 200 stu-
dents was collected through a pre-designed questionnaire administered through one-on-one interviews. Statistical in-
vestigation was done through using Statistical Software for Social Sciences version 26.0.

Results: Revealed that the Human Papillomavirus Vaccine was unknown to 59.0% of the participants. Just 34% knew
that HPV is linked to cervical cancer. 74.0% said they would be open to getting immunized again. No pupils claimed to
have received any vaccinations. With 92% of respondents never having attended an awareness workshop or had ever
received a vaccination recommendation from their healthcare professionals, ignorance was the main obstacle identi-
fied. Concerns about the negative effects of vaccinations were cited by 26% of individuals who were unwilling to get
vaccinated, followed by side effects.

Conclusion: The findings show that pharmacy students in Nawabshah have serious deficiencies in their understanding
and application of HPV vaccination. This highlights the urgent need for focused national awareness efforts and govern-
ment-backed programs to address these issues and knowledge gaps and boost public and future healthcare profes-
sionals' acceptability and uptake of the HPV vaccine. These initiatives are essential to enhancing preventative strate-
gies and advancing the Who is objective of eliminating cervical cancer.
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Introduction:

As the fourth most frequent disease in women worldwide,
cervical cancer is a severe health concern.’ According to a
study, there are 342,000 recorded deaths and over
600,000 new cases worIdW|de Because 90% of cases
occur in low- and middle-income countries. In developing
nations like Pakistan, where the situation is particularly ter-
rible, cervical cancer is incredibly common. With over 60
million women at risk and a crude incidence rate of 5.97
per 100,000, Pakistan ranks seventh in the world for
deaths from cervical cancer.® In 2020 approximately
10,000 new cases and 10,070 five year prevalence deaths
were recorded,* making cervical cancer the third most
common cancer in Pakistani women.® The most carcino-
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genic of the more than 100 human papillomavirus (HPV)
subtypes that have been found are types 16 and 18, which
are responsible for roughly 70% of cervical cancer cases
worldwide.” According to a recent study, HPV infections
are highly prevalent in Pakistan and can result in both ma-
lignant and precancerous cervical lesions. Additionally,
research shows a link between characteristics like early
marriage and multiparity and abnormal Pap smear results.®
The current cervical screening techniques reduce the mor-
tality rates from cervical neoplasia, but they do not prevent
HPV infections or the development of potentially treatable
precancerous lesions like high-grade cervical intraepithelial
neoplasia. A vaccination that guards against HPV infec-
tions may reduce the number of |IInesses fatalities, and
financial burden of HPV-related disorders.’

HPV vaccines were approved by the US FDA in 2006 and
have proven successful in preventing HPV infections, cer-
vical lesions, genital warts, and anal precancers.'®'' These
vaccinations come in bivalent (Cervarix), quadrivalent
(Gardasn) and nonavalent formulatlons with each target-
ing multiple high-risk HPV strains.'? According to the EPI
2022 policy, the vaccination schedule for children aged 9 to
14 years is two doses given six months apart (0 and 6
months), and for children aged 15 to 45 years is three dos-
es given at intervals of 0, 2, and 6 months (it is best for
young girls and boys to receive the vaccine before they
engage in sensual activity and are exposed to Human Pap-
illomavirus).” Human Papillomavirus vaccination |s now
part of 107 nations' national immunization regimens.'* De-
spite these advances, global HPV vaccine uptake remains
low. By 2023, only 27% of girls globally had received their
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first dose of the vaccination, W|th Iow -income nations expe-
riencing notably poor coverage.” Although the HPV vac-
cine was first made available in Pakistan three or four
years ago, there is little information concerning its cover-
age or the reasons for its withdrawal. Unfortunately, the
maijority of Pakistan does not currently prowde an HPV
vaccination program or an HPV vaccine.” Accordlng to a
prediction model research, achieving 90% yearly HPV vac-
cine coverage among girls may prevent up to_133,000 cas-
es of cervical cancer over the next ten years.17

The barriers to its uptake could be the high cost of vac-
cines (Rs. 4,700 for Cervarix and Rs. 199,000 for Gar-
daS|I) Ilmlted public awareness,’ madequate healthcare
infrastructure, societal stigma surrounding sexually trans-
mitted infections, and cultural taboos associated with dis-
cussing sexual health.*® The absence of research studies
that genuinely attempt to examine public knowledge and
understanding of HPV is one of the factors that has contrib-
uted to the general population's ignorance of the signifi-
cance of HPV vaccination in Pakistan. Furthermore, no
significant public health efforts are made to enhance young
adults' knowledge of HPV symptoms, causes, and preven-
tion. One excellent resource for information regarding HPV
infection in the modern day is the Internet.“’ Frequently
stated barriers to vaccination included concerns about vac-
cine safety, efficacy, hesitancy, insurance problems, price
of vaccine, Iack of guidelines, and Health Care Worker rec-
ommendations.” Lower education levels of women are
directly connected to lower levels of immunization for their
children. In some societies, boys are given more value than
girls, with their health needs.” These challenges are fur-
ther exacerbated by insufficient knowledge even among
populations affiliated with healthcare professions. We
chose students of pharmacy as our target population be-
cause they are dignified to be future healthcare profession-
als, hold an essential role in public education, and encour-
age vaccination.”® However, research has shown critical
gaps in their understanding of HPV and the vaccine, raising
concerns about their capacity to effectively contribute to
vaccination awareness and public health interventions. 24
Enhancing awareness in this group is essential, as it could
directly impact vaccine acceptance rates and Iead to better
public” health outcomes.?® This review mandate to know
about the Knowledge level, attitude, and practice of phar-
macy students and their effect on future HPV coverage.
Additionally, pharmacy students also prepared their behav-
ioral change communication strategies for college students
and girls.

Objective:

To assess awareness regarding HPV vaccination and iden-
tify the obstacles of its acceptance among pharmacy stu-
dents.

Methodology:

The first, second, third, fourth, and final year pharmacy
students of Peoples Medical and Health Sciences Universi-
ty for Women (PUMHSW) Benazirabad, (n=200) participat-
ed in this descriptive cross-sectional study. The Ethical
Review Committee of PUMHSW examined and approved
the study's methodology vide letter no. PUMHSW/SBA/
PVC/ERC/107/2025). After obtaining gate keeper permis-
sion from the Director Department of pharmacy; during
April 2025 to August 2025, we conducted interviews with
each student using a standardized questionnaire for their
convenience. Through one-on-one interviews, study, par-
ticipants were invited to pre-test and test the questionnaire.
Throughout the interview, questions were combined, open-
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ended, and closed-ended so that we could challenge par-
ticipants' responses and obtain the appropriate answer.
Collected data was analyzed using SPSS, and presented
as mean =SD, frequency/percentage; chi square test used
where applicable.

Results:

Among 250 students of pharmacy, data complete in every
aspect was received from 200 students with a positive re-
sponse of 80%. Demographic shown in table 1. The majori-
ty of participants (57.5%) were between the ages of 21 and
24, with 42% aged 17 to 20. 72.0% of the population lived
in cities, while 28.0% lived in rural areas. The distribution of
academic year indicated that 21% were in the first year,
22% in the second year, 19% in the third year, 18% in the
fourth year, and 20% in the final year. The socioeconomic
status of students, was assessed using the Pakistan Bu-
reau of Statistics Department's classification, showed that
46.5 percent belong to the middle class and 4% to the up-
per class.

Table No 1: Sociodemographic features of Studied Partici-
pants

Variables Category n (%)
17-20 84 (42.0)
Age in years 21-24 115 (57.5)
25 and = 1(0.5)
Residency Urban 114 (72.0)
Rural 56 (28.0)
First 42 (21.0)
Second 44 (22.0)
Class (year) Third 38 (19.0)
Fourth 36 (18.0)
Fifth 40 (20.0)
Socioeconomic | Lower class 15(7.5)
status Lower middle class | 41(20.5)
Middle class 93(46.5)
Upper middle 43(21.5)
Upper class 8(4.0)
Marital Status Married 6 (3.0)
Single 194 (97.0)

Although majority of the students (n=153,76.5%) were
knowing about HPV, surprisingly only 82 (41%) were famil-
iar that a vaccine is available for prophylaxis of HPV relat-
ed diseases. Among those knowing about HPV vaccines
(n=82), the source of knowledge was online (53.65%) while
academic lectures reported as source of knowledge by
31.70%. When asked about the association between HPV
and cervical cancer most of the students (n=153, 76.5%)
were knowing the fact; in contrast to 47 (23.5%) students
who were unaware of the fact. As far as the knowledge
regarding the availability of HPV vaccine in Sindh is con-
cerned majority of the students (n=118, 59%) were una-
ware table 2.

Attitude of the students towards HPV vaccine found mainly
positive as 56% believed in, in contrast to 41% who did not
believe in HPV vaccine. When asked would you like to get
vaccinated for HPV, 74% students were willing to get vac-
cinated, and 26% showed unwillingness.

This unwillingness was due to lack of knowledge about
vaccine (n=17, 32.69%), 20 (38.46%) showed concern
about side effects; fear of vaccine, needle phobia, not sat-

Open Access



KAP Study

isfied and unsure about the safety were other reasons of
refusal for HPV vaccine.
Table No 2: Knowledge regarding HPV vaccine
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acceptance; however, 72% denied any such restriction ta-
ble 3. Regarding practice for HPV vaccination, 71.5% think
that lack of awareness is major obstacle in acceptance of
the vaccine. Other obstacles reported by participants were

Regarding acceptance of vaccine in the society with re-
spect to culture and religious belief, 50.0 % students think
that cultural beliefs play a role in HPV; while 28% students
think that there are religious restrictions towards vaccine
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Question: Response n (%) Fear of the vaccine Inadequate healthcare infrastructure,
cost and social stigma in that order as shown in table 4.
Have you heard of Hu- Yes 153 When asked how we may increase the coverage of HPV
man Papillomavirus (76.5) vaccination, 49% students were of opinion that by simply
(HPV)? No 47 (23.5) making easy availability of vaccine we may increase cover-
Have you heard about Yes 82 (41.0) age, 34% students supported that by reducing cost of vac-
any vaccine available to 78 cine at private sector facility coverage may be increased.
prevent HPV-related No While 4.5% students favored safe rapid transportation may
disease? (59.0) enhance coverage of the HPV vaccination
What is the source of Online Y Table No 4: Level of Practice for HPV vaccination.
your knowledge regard- : (53.65%) According to Lack of awareness 143
Ing o academic 26 you, what (71.5)
HPV vaccination? lectures (31.70) could be the
healthcare 10 barrier to vac- _
providers (12.19) cine uptake? Fear of the vaccine 28(14.0)
family/friends | 1(1.2) Inadequate healthcare 16(8.0)
Others 1/(1.2) infrastructure
Table No 3: Attitude towards HPV Vaccination Cos,t of vaccine - 6(3.0)
Social and cultural stig- | 3(1.5)
Do you believe in | Yes 112 (56%) ma
HPV vaccine? No 82 (41%) Other 4(2.0)
Don’t Know 6 (3%) How do you increasing availability 98(49.0)
Would you Iik((ja?to Yes 148 (74.0) ggcgr\ézzcg}e reducing cost (in case of | 68(34.0)
get vaccinated No 52 (26.0) HPV could be | An individual can buy
If no (n=52) what Lack of aware- 17(32.69%) improved from a .prlvate) -
are your concerns | ness and in your com- improving the vaccine | 9(4.5)
about vaccina- knowledge munity? transportation
tion? concerned about | 20 (38.46) others 25(12.5)
side effects
fear of the vac- | 4 (7.69) Will you get the | Yes 133
needie foar T(1.92) e e (56.5)
: tion if the Gov- No 67(33.5)
ernment of Pa-
not willing 1(1.92) ||<3i3ta!'(lj .
rovides it free
32(szgi|'neeabout the | 9(17.30) of cost to you?
— Are you vac- Yes 0
\I%ellef in HPV g Yes 112(56.0) cinated against
accine regarding ["No 7(3.5) HPV?
safety No 200
don't know 81(40.5) (100%)
Are willing to Yes 66.5%
get vaccination
Do cultural beliefs | Yes 101(50.5) if HPV vaccine | No 33.5
play a role in HPV 'Ng 99(49.5) provided from
vaccine ac- Govt free of
ceptance? Cost
Do you think there | Yes 56(28.0)
are any religious Discussion:
restrictions on the No 144(72.0) The goal of current study was to document knowledge, atti-
acceptance of tudes, and practices of the pharmacy students at PUM-
HPV Immuniza- HSW, Benazirabad Sindh. Pakistan's knowledge, attitudes,
tion? and practices about HPV vaccination and related hurdles.

To our knowledge it is first ever study of pharmacy stu-
dents at PUMHSW. 200 willing students who were present
at the time of data collection participated in one-on-one
interviews using printed forms. A substantial portion of par-
ticipants (88%) in research done at King Saud University in

Open Access



KAP Study

Saudi Arabia said they had never heard of the HPV vac-
cine.”® However, our study found that 59.0% of students
knew nothing about the HPV vaccine, indicating that stu-
dents are not aware of the HPV vaccine. According to our
study, 41.0% of pharmacy students knew about the HPV
vaccine, and of those, 22% cited online resources as their
primary source of information, while 13% learned about it
from academic lectures. This suggests that raising aware-
ness of the HPV vaccine through online platforms would be
very beneficial. Only 34% of pharmacy students in our
study are aware of the HPV relation to cervical cancer,
demonstrating a low degree of knowledge on the virus's
function in cancer, compared to 90% of MBBS students in
a prior study at PUMHSW Benazirabad.?” Our study re-
vealed that no student is vaccinated against HPV, whereas
according to a study conducted in JSMU Karachi, 9.6%
MBBS students were vaccinated, whlch shows a major gap
in practice among pharmacy students.® While analyzing
results of our study, 31.5% participants were not aware of
the target age group for HPV vaccination and 10.5% think
(9-14) and 25.0% think (15-45) and 33% think (both)
should get vaccinated. This shows the importance of initiat-
ing nationwide awareness programs in order to clear any
sort of doubt. Studies conducted in Turkey and China high-
Ilghted the high cost of the HPV vaccine as a barrier to vac-
cine acceptance. 2 Also, in a review article publlshed in
India, high cost was found to be the major barrier.? " How-
ever, in our study, lack of awareness (71.5%) was a major
barrier to vaccine acceptance. Similar results were shown
in another study conducted among women in the Arab
community ** In our study, 92% of participants had never
gone to an HPV vaccine awareness event. In order to
close the significant information gap regarding the HPV
vaccine, it is advised that a nationwide HPV awareness
campaign be launched in Pakistan. According to our sur-
vey, 26% of students were unwilling to get vaccinated, and
the majority of them (10%) were worried about the adverse
effects. In a similar vein, adverse effects were the most
worrisome aspect of vaccine adoption in a Bahraini study.33
According to our survey, 74.0% of students said they would
be open to receiving an HPV vaccination in the future. In a
similar vein, research from Finland, Malaysia, and Italy re-
vealed that 81.7%, 86%, and 53.3% of respondents, re-
spectively, were open to receiving an HPV vaccination in
the future.’® This demonstrated a favorable outlook on
vaccination acceptance. Although a sizable portion of par-
ticipants in our study (57.5%) were in the 21-24 age range,
there was no discernible relationship between knowledge
level, academic year, age group, or residency. unlike the
UAE study, which found a substantlal correlation between
age group and knowledge level.®” We believe the out-
comes of this study will be helpful for the government to
initiate their campaign for HPV vaccine, as in our study,
66.5% students were willing to get vaccinated if the govern-
ment provide it free of cost. The remaining 33.5% unwilling
students want to seek more information about the vaccine
(11%), 8% were unsure about the vaccine 8.5% worry
about side effects and vaccine safety. These doubts of stu-
dents could be cleared if, along with the vaccine campaign
government also conducts awareness sessions. We chose
to assess knowledge, attitude, and practice among phar-
macy students as they are the future clinicians who will act
as key information providers to the public by enhancing
vaccine availability in pharmacies, educating patients, and
conducting sessions
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Limitation of the study:

Participants were from a single center and sampling tech-
nique used was non-probability.

Conclusion:

The findings reveal considerable gaps in HPV vaccination
awareness and practice among pharmacy students in Na-
wabshah. This highlights the urgent need for targeted na-
tional awareness campaigns and government-supported
measures to address information gaps and concerns, as
well as enhance HPV vaccine acceptance and uptake
among future healthcare professionals and the general
public. Such activities are critical for enhancing preventa-
tive measures and advancing the Who is aim of eradicating
cervical cancer.
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