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ABSTRACT

The pandemic caused by the SARS-Cov-19 virus was declared in March 2020, creating several
effects on the provision of health services and society. In Primary Health Care, there was an
interruption in the provision of preventive programs, including cervical cancer screening. Studies
conducted in 2019 and 2020 show a reduction of close to 67% in certain regions of Brazil.
Objectives: To analyze the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the collection of
cytopathological examinations at the Jackson Roberto Carl Family Health Strategy in Blumenau-
SC in 2020 and 2021. Methodology: To verify the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, an
accounting and descriptive analysis of the cytopathological exams performed between 01/30/2018
and 12/07/2021 was carried out regarding the number of exams per year of collection, based on
the physical records of the ESF. Results: In the period from 2018 to 2021, 587 cytopathological
exams were collected. In 2019, in the pre-pandemic, we had the highest number of screenings
performed, totaling 210. Comparing 2019 and 2020 (first year of the COVID-19 pandemic), a
significant drop in collections was observed from 210 to 20, respectively, representing a drop of
approximately 90%. In 2021 there were 168 collections of this test, which represents the return of
this preventive action. Conclusion: The significant drop in the number of cytopathologic
examinations imposed by the restrictive health measures of social distancing in 2020 refers to the
need to actively search for women in the screening group in order to recover this loss of coverage.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In late 2019, a new virus from the Coronavirus family called SARS-CoV-19 was
discovered and its infection resulted mainly in acute respiratory symptoms that became known as
COVID19. This disease has harmed practically all sectors of world society, especially since March
2020, when a pandemic situation was declared by the World Health Organization (WHO)
(BILHIM, 2021).

With this, strict restrictive measures were adopted by Brazil, which aimed at social
distancing and reallocation of health resources to the front line in combating the new global public
health emergency. This led to a reduction in the activity of services considered non-essential, the
two of interest here being elective medical consultations and cervical cancer screening programs
(CHAVES et al., 2022).

Cervical cancer remains one of the leading causes of mortality among women, especially

in underdeveloped countries. In 2020 alone, 604,000 new diagnoses and 34,000 deaths from the
disease were estimated worldwide (WHO, 2021).
The screening method used nationally is the cytopathological examination of the uterine cervix,
also known as Pap smear, which consists of the manual exfoliation of the cells present in the
uterine cervix. The standardization of reports is given by the Brazilian Cytological Classification
and the beginning of the screening is recommended for all women with uterus from 25 to 64 years,
being the first two annual exams and, if normal, they become triennial (INCA, 2016).

Similar studies have shown a significant impact on the screening of this neoplasm in the
Brazilian territory, reaching a reduction close to 67% in certain regions of the country when
comparing the same period of time in 2019 and 2020 (MILITAO, et al., 2021; DAL'NEGRO,
2022). Research on the decrease in cervical cancer screening tests is mainly concerned with the
possible worsening of cancer stages at the time of diagnosis; thus compromising the patient's
prognosis (BONADIO, et al., 2021). Cervical cancer, in 2020, in Brazil, was the third most
common in women, behind only breast cancer in first, and colorectal cancer in second (INCA,
2020); which also suffered from the impact of screening restrictions in the midst of the pandemic.

Thus, it is important to estimate this reduction and identify the target population, patients
aged between 25 and 64 years old, within the coverage area of ESF Jackson Roberto Carl, enabling
users to receive and return to the pre-pandemic screening recommended by MS/INCA. Thus, the
present study seeks to demonstrate the decrease in the frequency of uterine cytopathological
examinations and diagnosis of premalignant lesions, in a certain Basic Health Unit, The general
objective of this work is to analyze the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic between 2020 and
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2021, in the collection of cytopathological examination in a Family Health Strategy in Blumenau-
SC. pointed out in the following research question: Did the Covid-19 pandemic have a relevant
impact on the number of cervical cancer screenings performed on the coverage area of ESF

Jackson Roberto Carl?

2 MATERIALS AND METHODS

A quantitative, retrospective descriptive study was carried out during the elective activities
of medical students in supervised internship at ESF Jackson Roberto Carl. Data on the number of
cytopathological tests performed between 01/30/2018 and 12/07/2021 and the age of women were
counted by year of collection based on physical records of the results of cervical cytopathological
collections. Typing occurred in the Microsoft Excel program. The descriptive analysis included
simple frequencies of the data.

The groupings proposed in the study were: Negative for Malignancy (NPM); Within the
Limits of Normality (DLN); HSIL; ASC-US; ASC-H; LSIL; Not Groupable (NA). It is noteworthy
that the NA group was referred to because the cytopathology report did not expressly present a
result that fit into another group. These groups were classified, in Microsoft Excel tables, by
quantity and percentage referring to age and mean age. The total quantification of results obtained

for each year was also performed, respecting the interval from 2018 to 2021.

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The research carried out on the population covered by ESF Jackson Roberto Carl the
number of cytopathological tests performed in the period from 2018 to 2021 was 587, reaching an
average of 146.75 annual screenings. In 2019, in the pre-pandemic, we had the highest number of
screenings performed, totaling 210; while in 2020, the period when the pandemic began, we had
the lowest number, with only 21 patients. In 2021 there were 168 collections. If the averages of
the years before the pandemic, 2018 and 2019, are compared with those after its onset, 2020 and
2021; it is therefore possible to observe a drop of about 47%. In the period from 2019 to 2020, a
drop of 90% of the total, indicating a possibility of loss in the time window for identifying lesions

still in their early stages.
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Graph 1 — Annual number of examinations
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Analyzing the results obtained in each year, the highest number of high-grade lesions
(HSIL) was observed in 2021, corresponding to about 66% of the total found in the four years
observed in the study, corroborating the hypothesis of the negative effects of the pandemic on
screening.

Quantifying the results, it was found that the vast majority of patients fell into the Negative
for Malignancy (NPM) and Within Normal Limits (NLL) groups, which is to be expected in a
screening.

Among the total, women who presented some result suggestive of malignancy (ASC-US,
ASC-H, LSIL and HSIL) represent about 4.5% of the sample. Regarding the Non-Groupable (NA)
group, the conclusion of the examination was not explicitly identified, and it was not grouped into

other categories.

Graph 2 - Quantification of examination results
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When observing the FHS catchment area, we identified 1399 women, of which 801 fall
into the target population group recommended by the MS (Ministry of Health 2016). In the results
found, results were counted in patients who did not fit into the MS target group, this due to the
screening policy of the health unit in question. Which performs the collection of cervical
cytopathology, for all women who have already started sexual activity and who wish to perform
the screening.

The highest mean age was found in the HSIL group, with 45.7 years. In contrast, the LSIL

group had the lowest mean age of 26.3 years.
Graph 3 - Test results X Average age
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4 CONCLUSION

With the research, it was possible to observe a deficit in the coverage of patients within the
target audience recommended by the MS, especially when observing the difference between the
pre-pandemic years (2018 to 2019) and the year of its beginning (2020); clearly demonstrating an
important impact on screening. With the loss of this number of patients, the window of time for
action on the lesions reduces, allowing an increase in the identification of higher degree lesions
when they return to the screening routine.

With the FHS database, an active search can be carried out for women who have never
been screened or who are in the screening window recommended by the Ministry of Health,
through home visits by the unit's Community Health Agents, or through a telephone call,
encouraging them to have their cytopathology collected.

When faced with the third most common neoplasm in women (INCA, 2020), screening for
precursor lesions is an important pillar of its prevention, which should not be postponed or

forgotten by the population or health professionals. Further studies are needed to conclude on the
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impact on the number of screenings, and how this changes outcomes, covering a larger population

area.
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