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Abstract

Background: Cervical cancer continues to be a significant health challenge in sub-Saharan Africa, with high morbidity
and mortality despite its preventable nature. This comparative study examines the socioeconomic factors influencing
cervical cancer screening in two distinct communities: Buea, a low-resource urban setting in the South West Region,
and Doukoula, a more impoverished rural community in the Far North Region. Barriers such as limited education,
healthcare access, and cultural norms hinder effective screening and early detection. This study explores the
socioeconomic factors influencing the uptake of cervical cancer screening (CCS) in these communities.

Aim: The aim of this study was to identify the socioeconomic and cultural determinants that affect cervical cancer
screening participation among women in Buea and Doukoula, Cameroon.

Methodology: A community-based cross-sectional study was conducted through a one-day free screening campaign in
Buea and a six-day survey of women in Doukoula. Data were collected using structured questionnaires, which included
questions on demographics, health behaviors, and screening uptake. The analysis was performed using descriptive and
inferential statistics to identify significant associations between socioeconomic factors and CCS participation.

Results: Both studies identified key socio-economic determinants influencing cervical cancer screening uptake. In Buea,
age, education level, occupation, marital status, and sexual behaviors, such as age at first sexual intercourse and, number
of sexual partners, were significant factors. Similarly, in Doukoula, factors such as low education levels, poverty, early
sexual activity, and cultural beliefs were prominent barriers to screening. However, Doukoula also highlighted the
pivotal role of local leadership and community mobilization in overcoming these challenges. Education, in particular,
was found to be a strong determinant of awareness and health-seeking behavior in both regions.

Conclusion: The findings underscore the complex interplay of socioeconomic and cultural factors that influence cervical
cancer screening in both Buea and Doukoula. Efforts to improve education, raise awareness, and address socioeconomic
barriers are critical to increasing screening uptake and reducing cervical cancer morbidity and mortality in these
communities.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Buea, South West Region of Cameroon (Low-Resource Community)

Buea is the capital of the South West Region of Cameroon, an area classified as "low-resource” in terms of healthcare
infrastructure and economy [1,2]. While it is an urban setting compared to Doukoula, it still faces significant challenges
due to limited health resources [ 3,4,5]. The socioeconomic factors influencing cervical cancer screening participation
in Buea include education, marital status, and reproductive history. Higher levels of education are positively correlated
with an increased likelihood of women seeking cervical cancer screening, with educated women showing greater health
literacy and awareness of available services [1,6]. This is important, as early detection through screening can
significantly reduce cervical cancer morbidity and mortality [7].

However, even with this education, barriers remain. Despite Buea being more urbanized than Doukoula, the region still
faces constraints such as inadequate healthcare facilities, insufficient trained medical staff, and a lack of financial
resources for widespread cancer screening programs. Limited access to specialized treatment options, along with a
fragile healthcare system, often leaves women unable to pursue timely interventions [3,8]. Socio-cultural factors,
including misconceptions about cancer, also hinder screening uptake [3]. Women in Buea may fear the stigma attached
to cervical cancer or may believe that screening is unnecessary if they are asymptomatic, despite the fact that early-
stage cervical cancer shows no symptoms. Furthermore, traditional and religious beliefs about women's bodies and
health care practices in the community may influence how women perceive the need for modern medical intervention
like cancer screening [9].

1.2. Doukoula, Far North Region (Very Poor Community)

Doukoula, located in the Far North Region of Cameroon, is a predominantly rural area with some of the highest poverty
rates in the country [ 4,10]. It is one of the most economically disadvantaged regions in Cameroon, and the socio-
economic conditions here are far more severe than those in Buea. The Far North region has long faced challenges such
as natural disasters (floods and droughts), limited access to basic amenities (clean water, sanitation, and electricity),
and ongoing insecurity due to the Boko Haram insurgency. These challenges significantly impact the ability of local
women to access cervical cancer screening and healthcare services [ 3,11,12,13].

In Doukoula, socio-economic barriers like poverty, illiteracy, and a lack of education have a much stronger negative
impact on health-seeking behaviors. Many women in this region are unaware of cervical cancer or its preventive
measures due to their limited education, with a high percentage of the population having little to no formal schooling [
3,14,15,16]. This lack of awareness is compounded by cultural beliefs and reliance on traditional healing practices,
which can delay or prevent women from seeking medical help. Furthermore, the healthcare infrastructure in Doukoula
is inadequate, with healthcare facilities often understaffed, underfunded, and lacking essential equipment for diagnosis
and treatment [3,17,18]. In the rural areas, access to these facilities is further restricted by poor road conditions and
flooding during the rainy season, which severely hinders the movement of people and goods [19,20].

The region's extreme poverty is a significant barrier, with many women unable to afford the costs associated with
screening or treatment. Additionally, the ongoing conflict with Boko Haram has further strained resources, limiting the
effectiveness of public health campaigns [3,21,22]. Cultural beliefs about women's health, combined with the region’s
high illiteracy rates and poverty, contribute to a lack of trust in modern medical systems and reluctance to seek
preventive care [ 23,24]. Women in Doukoula are also more likely to engage in traditional health practices, prioritizing
this over clinical care, which delays early detection and treatment of cervical cancer [3,25]

While both Buea and Doukoula struggle with socio-economic factors that affect cervical cancer screening uptake, the
severity and nature of these challenges differ significantly.

In Buea, the socio-economic determinants of screening participation, such as age, education level, and reproductive
history, reflect a pattern that is more common in urban low-resource settings [1,26]. Despite being more urbanized and
having relatively better healthcare access than Doukoula, Buea faces obstacles in addressing cervical cancer prevention
due to the persistent lack of comprehensive awareness campaigns, inadequate resources, and cultural resistance to
modern medical practices [1]. The availability of screening programs exists, but uptake is often hindered by economic
constraints (e.g., cost of transportation, treatment, and consultations) and cultural misconceptions about cancer
screening [9,27].
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In contrast, Doukoula’s situation is direr due to extreme poverty and systemic underdevelopment. The poverty rate in
Doukoula is alarmingly high, with more than 70% of the population living below the poverty line [3,28] This region
suffers from severe healthcare infrastructure deficits, making it one of the most challenging areas to implement effective
cervical cancer prevention and screening programs. The lack of clean water, electricity, and healthcare facilities,
combined with cultural barriers, makes it even more difficult for women in Doukoula to access cervical cancer screening
[3,29]. The widespread illiteracy and lack of basic health education in Doukoula further exacerbate the situation, as
women often do not know about the existence or importance of cervical cancer screening. Moreover, women in
Doukoula are more likely to experience multiple socio-economic vulnerabilities, including low income, lack of social
security, and high reliance on subsistence farming, which limits their ability to prioritize health needs [ 3,30,31].

The differences in the socio-economic contexts of the two communities are crucial in understanding the barriers to
cervical cancer screening. While Buea’s challenges are primarily related to resource constraints, awareness, and cultural
factors, Doukoula faces compounded difficulties that are exacerbated by extreme poverty, conflict, and a lack of basic
healthcare services [1,3,32]. The high illiteracy rates, lack of education, and deep-rooted traditional beliefs in Doukoula
present greater barriers to cervical cancer prevention, making it more difficult to change health-seeking behaviors
[3,33,34]. Addressing these issues requires context-specific interventions: in Buea, improving awareness and access to
screening services may be sufficient, whereas in Doukoula, there is an urgent need for broader health system reformes,
education initiatives, and cultural shifts to improve cervical cancer prevention [1,9,24].

Both regions require targeted interventions to reduce cervical cancer morbidity and mortality, but Doukoula’s extreme
poverty and socio-cultural dynamics necessitate a more comprehensive, multi-faceted approach to addressing these
barriers. In both areas, empowering women with education, improving healthcare infrastructure, and addressing
cultural misconceptions about cancer are key factors for improving screening rates and reducing cervical cancer-related
deaths [1,3,24].

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Study Design and Setting

This was a comparative community-based cross-sectional study conducted to explore the determinants of cervical
cancer screening uptake among women of reproductive age in two distinct regions of Cameroon: Buea and Doukoula.
The study in Buea was hospital-based and took place in November 2019 at the Buea Regional Hospital, a state-owned
hospital with about 40,000 inhabitants in the South West Region. On the other hand, the Doukoula study, conducted
between November 3rd and 9th, 2021, was community-based and included women from Doukoula and its surrounding
areas, with an estimated population of 26,624. Both studies aimed to investigate the socio-economic factors influencing
cervical cancer screening (CCS) uptake in their respective locations [ 1,3].

The Buea study targeted women visiting the hospital during a free cervical cancer screening campaign, while the
Doukoula study recruited women aged 16 to 80 years from the community, with peer educators administering
structured questionnaires. The inclusion criteria for both studies were women of reproductive age and above [1,3].

2.2. Sample Size Determination

The sample size for Buea was calculated using the CDC-Epi Info™ 7.2.3.1 StatCalc software based on an estimated
population of 40,000 inhabitants, with an expected cervical cancer prevalence of 13.8% and an accepted error margin
of 5%. The final sample size was 168 women, selected consecutively. For Doukoula, a similar calculation was performed
using CDC Epi Info™ 7.2.5.0, considering a population of 42,963. A minimum sample size of 182 was adjusted by 10% to
account for non-responses, resulting in a final sample size of 201 women [1,3].

2.3. Data Collection and Variables

Both studies used structured, pre-tested questionnaires to collect data. In Buea, the questionnaire covered socio-
economic variables such as age, marital status, level of education, occupation, and sexual history. In Doukoula, similar
variables were included, such as age, age at first sexual intercourse, marital status, occupation, and education, with an
additional focus on women'’s prior knowledge of cervical cancer. Both studies aimed to assess the primary outcome of
CCS uptake through a series of questions regarding prior screening and treatment for cervical cancer.

In Buea, the dependent variable was the previous uptake of cervical cancer screening, while in Doukoula, CCS uptake

was categorized based on responses to specific questions regarding prior screening, treatment for cervical cancer, and
awareness of breast cancer [1,3].
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2.4. Statistical Analysis

Data from both studies were analyzed using CDC Epi Info™ 7.2.5.0 for Doukoula and IBM-SPSS Statistics 21.0 for Buea.
Descriptive statistics, including counts and percentages, were used to summarize demographic characteristics, while
Pearson’s Chi-square ()?) test was employed to evaluate associations between socioeconomic variables and CCS uptake.
Multinomial logistic regression was used in Buea to identify significant correlates of CCS uptake, including socio-
economic determinants with p-values < 0.05. The significance level for both studies was set at 0.05[1,3].

2.5. Ethical Considerations

Both studies were approved by their respective ethical review boards: The University of Buea Faculty of Health Sciences
for Buea, and the Institutional Review Board of the Atlantic Medical Foundation Hospital Mutengebe for Doukoula.
Informed consent was obtained from all participants in both studies, ensuring that they understood the voluntary
nature of participation and the confidentiality of their responses [1,3].

2.6. Limitations and Strengths

One limitation common to both studies was the reliance on self-reported data, which could introduce bias in the
responses. In Buea, socio-political tensions affected the sample size and turnout, while in Doukoula, data collection
occurred within a one-week timeframe, which may have affected the representativeness of the sample. However, both
studies benefited from well-trained peer educators and nurses administering the questionnaires, enhancing the
reliability of the data collected

3. Results

3.1. Buea

Table 1 Socio-economic determinants influencing cervical cancer screening [1]

VARIABLE DV: Uptake of cervical cancer screening

Age groups (Years) Yes (%) | No (%) | Total (%) | p-value | O.R (95% C.I)
<30 (16 - 30) 5(13.2) | 56(55.4) | 61(43.9) | 0.050* | 7.9(1.0-63.5) %
31-40 6(15.8) | 20(19.8) | 26(18.7) | 0.031* | 7.8(1.2-50.4)
41-50 15(39.5) | 16 (15.8) | 31 (22.3) | 0.25 2.5(0.5-12.4)
>50(51-66) 12 (31.6) | 9 (8.9) 21 (15.1) | Ref 1.0

Education

Primary 6(15.8) | 8(8.1) 14 (10.2) | 0.261 3.2(0.4-24.7)
Secondary 13 (34.2) | 21(21.2) | 34(24.8) | 0.047* | 0.3(0.1-1.0)
Tertiary 19 (50.0) | 70 (70.7) | 89 (65.0) | Ref 1.0

Locality

Rural 7(18.4) | 22(21.8) | 29(20.9) | 0.886 1.1(0.3-4.5)
Semi urban 10 (26.3) | 23 (22.8) | 33(23.7) | 0.419 1.6 (0.5 -5.6)
Urban 21(55.3) | 56 (55.4) | 77 (55.4) | Ref 1.0

Occupation

Skilled 24 (63.2) | 39 (39.0) | 63 (45.7) | 0.601 0.6 (0.1-4.2)
Business 6(15.8) | 6(6.0) 12 (8.7) 0.114 0.1 (0.0-1.6)
Unskilled/ Unemployed | 5(13.2) | 10(10.0) | 15(10.9) | 0.966 1.0(0.1-11.3)
Student 3(7.9) 45 (45.0) | 48 (34.8) | Ref 1.0

Marital status
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Unmarried 19 (51.4) | 70 (70.7) | 89 (65.4) | 0.526 0.7 (0.2 -2.2)
Married 18 (48.6) | 29 (28.9) | 47 (34.6) | Ref 1.0

Age of first sex

<20 years 21(61.8) | 49 (57.0) | 70 (58.3) | 0.334 0.6 (0.2-1.7)

> 20 years 13(38.2) | 37 (43.0) | 50 (41.7) | Ref 1.0

Number of sex partners

> 1 partner 8(22.2) | 48(54.5) | 56 (45.2) | 0.027* |49(1.2-207)t
0 - 1 partner 28 (77.8) | 40 (45.5) | 68 (54.8) | Ref 1.0

*p-values with statistical significance, O.R: Odds Ratio, Ref: Reference, DV: Dependent variable, 95% C.I: 95% Confidence interval, + O.R with more
likelihood of occurrence.

3.2. DOUKOULA

Table 2 Association between Socio-Economic Characteristics and Probable Uptake of CCS [3] Dependent Variable:
Uptake of CCS (n = 89)

S/N | Variable Poor (%) | Good (%) | Total (%) | p-value | x*

1 Age Groups (Years) 0.528 3.177
<20 9 (5.6) 2(2.3) 11 (4.4)
21-30 57 (35.4) | 32(35.9) | 89 (35.6)
31-40 36 (22.4) | 24 (26.9) | 60 (24.0)
41-50 41 (25.5) | 18(20.2) | 59(23.6)
>50 18 (11.2) | 13 (14.6) | 31 (12.4)

2 Locality 0.016 5.766
Out of Doukoula 99 (83.2) | 70(95.9) | 169 (88.0)
Doukoula 20 (16.8) | 3(4.1) 23 (12.0)

3 Occupation 0.899 0.016
Unemployed 122 (81.9) | 65(80.3) | 187 (81.3)
Employed 27 (18.1) | 16(19.7) | 43 (18.7)

4 Marital Status 0.686 0.752
Married 111 (68.9) | 62 (69.7) | 173 (69.2)
Not Married 31(19.3) | 13(14.6) | 32(12.8)
Widow 19 (11.8) | 13 (14.6) | 32 (12.8)

5 Age of First Sex 0.025 7.364
< 20 years 92 (88.5) | 74(85.1) | 166 (86.9)
21 - 25 years 4 (3.8) 11 (12.6) | 15(7.8)
> 25 years 8(7.7) 2(2.3) 10 (5.2)

6 Number of Sex Partners 0.045 4.004
0 - 1 Partner 80 (98.8) | 76 (90.5) | 156 (94.5)
> 1 Partner 1(1.2) 8(9.5) 9 (5.5)

7 Number of Pregnancies 0.629 0.233
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0 - 4 Pregnancies 68 (48.2) | 31(43.7) | 99 (46.7)
> 5 Pregnancies 73(51.8) | 40(56.3) | 113 (53.3)
8 Number of Deliveries 0.498 0.459
0 - 3 Deliveries 68 (48.2) | 30 (42.2) | 98 (46.2)
4 - 8 Deliveries 73 (51.8) | 41(57.8) | 114 (53.8)
9 Education 0.0004 | 18.156
NFE 42 (26.1) | 20(22.5) | 62(24.8)
Primary 86 (53.4) | 31(34.8) | 117 (46.8)
Secondary 28 (17.4) | 25(28.1) | 53(21.2)
Tertiary 5(3.1) 13 (14.6) | 18(7.2)

Bolded p-values indicate statistical significance. x*: Pearson Chi-Square, DV: Dependent Variable

In this study, cervical cancer screening (CCS) uptake is the dependent variable, and the other factors are treated as
independent variables. The goal was to examine the association between the independent variables and the dependent
variable.

A low p-value (p < 0.05) suggests a significant relationship, meaning the variables are not independent. This implies
that the observed outcomes are unlikely to have occurred by chance, offering evidence of a genuine effect or relationship
within the data.

Regarding significance, education had the smallest p-value, highlighting its importance in the study: Education (p =
0.0004).

3.3. Demographic and Socioeconomic Differences

3.3.1. Age Distribution

Buea: People between 21-30 years, and 31-40 years represent respectively 43.9% and 18.7%. Buea has a large
percentage of its population in the young adult age range (21-30 years). This can be attributed to its status as a
university city, attracting many students. The concentration of young adults suggests a vibrant, youthful population.

In Doukoula, these respective figures are 35.6% and 24%. Doukoula has a lower percentage of people in the 21-30 age
range compared to Buea. However, it has a higher percentage of people in the 31-40 age range, which could indicate a
slightly older population on average, possibly due to migration patterns, larger family sizes, or a more rural
demographic where youth may not migrate as much for education or work opportunities.

Buea has a younger population, possibly due to the presence of universities and a more urbanized setting, which
typically attracts younger individuals. Doukoula’s demographic suggests an older population, perhaps due to lower
levels of migration for educational or employment opportunities, which could be tied to the region's socio-economic
limitations

3.3.2. Education

In Buea, Elementary and No Formal Education (NFE), Secondary, and Tertiary education represent respectively 10%,
24.8% and 65%. Buea is a well-educated city, with a significant portion of the population having access to tertiary
education. This is likely due to the presence of various universities and institutions of higher learning, which makes
higher education more accessible and attractive.

Conversely, Doukoula has 71.6% for Elementary and No Formal Education, 21.2% for Secondary education, and 7.2%
for Tertiary education. Doukoula has a much lower level of educational attainment. A large portion of the population
has no formal education or only completed elementary school. Access to education, especially higher education, is
limited in this region due to factors like geographic isolation, poverty, and limited infrastructure. Buea has a highly
educated population, with a large proportion completing tertiary education. In contrast, Doukoula has very low levels
of formal education, reflecting the challenges of accessing quality education in remote and impoverished areas.
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3.3.3. Locality

Urban and rural settlements in Buea represent respectively 79.1% and 20.9%. As an urban area and the capital of the
South West region, Buea is predominantly urban. This urban setting is typically associated with better infrastructure,
access to services, and economic opportunities.

For Doukoula, urban and rural dwellers represent respectively 12% and 88%. Doukoula is predominantly rural, with
88% of the population living in rural areas. The challenges associated with rural living, such as limited access to
healthcare, education, and employment opportunities, are more pronounced here compared to Buea.
Buea is highly urbanized, offering more opportunities for development, while Doukoula remains largely rural, which
impacts the availability of services, infrastructure, and economic opportunities.

3.3.4. Age at First Sex

58.3% of girls in Buea engage into sexual activities at below 20 years, and 41.7% do so as from 20 years upward. In
Buea, more than half of the population has their first sexual experience before the age of 20, which may reflect a
relatively liberal or open social environment, possibly due to the influence of youth culture in the urban area.

These respective figures for Doukoula are 86.9% and 13%.Doukoula shows a strikingly higher percentage of people
having sex before 20, suggesting that in more rural and impoverished settings, early marriage and childbearing may be
more common due to cultural norms, economic pressures, or lack of access to education on sexual and reproductive
health.

Buea has a lower percentage of individuals having their first sexual experience before 20, possibly due to more access
to education, awareness, and social restrictions in the urban setting. Doukoula’s higher rate may reflect traditional
cultural practices, limited sexual education, and economic pressures in rural areas.

3.3.5. Number of Sex Partners

Women with more than one sexual partner represent 45.2%, and those with 1 or no sexual partner represent 54.8% in
Buea. In Buea, nearly half of the population reports having more than one sex partner, which may indicate a more open
and diverse social structure, possibly influenced by the student population and more liberal social norms associated
with urban living. Whereas in Doukoula these figures are respectively 5.5 and 94.5%. Doukoula, with a much lower
percentage of people having multiple sex partners, suggests more conservative and traditional attitudes toward
relationships. This could also be linked to the lower levels of sexual education and limited exposure to broader social
influences in the rural setting.

Buea has a higher percentage of people with multiple sex partners, reflecting more liberal attitudes in the urban setting.
In contrast, Doukoula’s very low percentage indicates more conservative social norms and potentially a lack of
awareness or education on sexual health in the rural community.

3.3.6. Occupation

Employed persons in Buea represent 89.1% (including 34.8% students), 10.9% represented the unemployed figugure.
For Doukoula, these respective figures were 18.7% and 81.3%. Buea has a high employment rate, with a large
percentage working, including students who are often part-time employees. This reflects the urban economy's vibrancy,
with various opportunities in education, business, and services. Doukoula has a very high unemployment rate, with
most of the population not engaged in formal employment. The poverty level, rural nature, and lack of infrastructure
contribute to the low employment rate.

Buea offers more job opportunities, reflecting its urban status and better economic infrastructure. Doukoula, on the
other hand, suffers from a lack of employment, with a high unemployment rate due to limited economic opportunities
in the rural setting.

3.3.7. Marital Status

Married participants in this study represented 34.6% and the unmarried 65.4% in Buea. These figures were 69.2% and
12.2% in Doukoula.

Buea has a relatively low marriage rate, which is typical for urban areas with a younger population where education
and career take precedence over early marriage. The high proportion of unmarried individuals could also be related to
the presence of a large student population in Buea. Doukoula has a significantly higher marriage rate, reflecting the
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traditional norms of rural areas, where early marriage is more common, and marriage is seen as an essential part of
adulthood and social life.

Buea has a higher percentage of unmarried individuals, likely due to urbanization, higher education, and delayed
marriage. Doukoula, in contrast, has a much higher marriage rate, reflecting the cultural and traditional norms typical
of rural, less economically developed areas.

Buea and Doukoula are strikingly different in terms of socio-economic characteristics. Buea, as an urban center with
educational institutions and better infrastructure, shows a younger, more educated, and more employed population
with relatively liberal attitudes. Doukoula, a rural and impoverished settlement, faces challenges like high
unemployment, low education levels, and traditional norms, resulting in a very different demographic profile. These
differences underscore the significant impact of urbanization, education, infrastructure, and socio-economic conditions
on the lives of individuals in each community.

Chart Title

Number of Sex Partners >1 il —

Number of Sex Partners 0- 1 | e —
Age at FirstSexz 21 [
Age at FirstSex < 20 NN —

Rural Dwellers

Urban Dwellers

Not employed
Employed

Tertiary Education

Secondary Education

i

Elementary and no formal education

0.00% 20.00% 40.00% 60.00% 80.00% 100.00%

HDOUKOULA mBUEA

Figure 1 Comparative analysis of socio-economic and demographic factors influencing cervical cancer screening
uptake in Buea (urban) and Doukoula (rural), Cameroon. The figure illustrates key differences in variables such as
education level, employment status, marital status, locality, age at first sex, and number of sexual partners,
highlighting the contrasting urban and rural contexts

4. Discussion

This study offers a comparative analysis of the socioeconomic factors in Buea, an urbanized area, and Doukoula, a rural
settlement in Cameroon. Our results highlight notable differences in educational attainment, employment, marital
status, and other factors, which are consistent with existing research on urban-rural disparities, socioeconomic
development, and demographic trends.

4.1. Age and Education

Our findings suggest that Buea, a university city, has a notably younger and more educated population, with 65% of
individuals having attained tertiary education. This aligns with the research by Mbaku [35], who pointed out that urban
centers like Buea attract younger individuals due to the availability of educational opportunities. Similarly, studies by
Tchouaket et al. [36] have shown that urban areas in sub-Saharan Africa generally exhibit higher levels of educational
attainment, owing to better access to schools and universities. In contrast, Doukoula has a significant proportion of the
population with little or no formal education, reflecting trends seen in rural areas across Cameroon and other African
nations. Manda et al. [37] argue that rural communities often face challenges in accessing quality education, primarily
due to poverty, geographic isolation, and limited infrastructure, which contributes to lower levels of educational
attainment.
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Women with a strong educational background tend to have a greater awareness of health issues, including cervical
cancer and the importance of screening. They are more likely to understand the benefits of early detection and
preventive measures, which results in higher participation rates in screening programs. This group of women is health
literate, enabling them to comprehend medical information more effectively. Additionally, their access to the healthcare
system is typically better than that of less educated individuals, facilitating a more proactive approach to health through
regular check-ups. Education also plays a crucial role in determining employment and income, empowering women to
make informed health decisions due to financial independence. Our study reveals that 71.6% of women in Doukoula
have only attained an elementary education, indicating that education remains a significant barrier to effective cervical
cancer prevention in that community. These findings are consistent with those of several other authors [38,39,40].

4.2. Locality and Urbanization

Buea is predominantly urban (79.1%), while Doukoula remains largely rural (88%). This urban-rural divide is a key
theme in socio-economic research. Studies by Bello et al. [41]and Makinde [42] have shown that urban areas generally
offer better access to services, infrastructure, and economic opportunities, which explains why Buea's higher
urbanization rate is associated with greater employment and educational prospects. In contrast, Doukoula's rural
nature imposes significant constraints on its inhabitants. Rural areas in sub-Saharan Africa often face limited access to
healthcare, poor road networks, and insufficient infrastructure [43], factors that are reflected in Doukoula’s lower
employment rates and educational levels.

However, our study contrasts with the common view that cervical cancer screening uptake is higher in urban areas
compared to rural areas for various reasons [44,45]. Our findings indicate that rural communities showed statistically
significant uptake of cervical cancer screening. This can be attributed to the mobilization of local leadership, including
chiefs, quarter heads, pastors, imams, resource persons, town criers, and medical personnel. Additionally, the
availability of affordable care, including free screening and treatment aimed at low-income populations, likely
contributed to higher participation rates despite the overall poverty in these areas [46,47].

4.3. Age at First Sex

In Buea, 58.3% of individuals engage in sexual activity before the age of 20, reflecting a more liberal social environment.
This trend aligns with observations in urban settings, where increased exposure to sexual education and media may
contribute to earlier sexual activity [48]. In contrast, 86.9% of individuals in Doukoula engage in sexual activity before
the age of 20, a pattern commonly seen in rural areas in sub-Saharan Africa where early marriage and childbearing are
more prevalent. Sossen et al. noted that early sexual initiation is closely tied to traditional practices, socio-economic
pressures, and limited access to sexual and reproductive health education in rural areas of Cameroon[49].

4.4. Number of Sexual Partners

In Buea, 45.2% of individuals report having multiple sexual partners, which suggests a more liberal attitude toward
sexual relationships, likely influenced by the youthful and urban nature of the city. This is consistent with studies on
urban youth in African cities, where exposure to diverse social environments often leads to more liberal sexual practices
[50]. On the other hand, Doukoula’s low percentage (5.5%) of individuals with multiple sexual partners reflects rural,
conservative social norms that emphasize monogamy, particularly in the context of early marriage and traditional
practices [51] emphasized that rural communities in sub-Saharan Africa often prioritize marital fidelity and traditional
family structures, which influence sexual behavior patterns.

4.5. Occupation and Employment

The employment rate in Buea (89.1%) is significantly higher than in Doukoula (18.7%). This disparity reflects the
urban-rural employment gap. Urban centers typically offer more job opportunities across diverse sectors such as
services, education, and business, whereas rural areas like Doukoula often lack such opportunities. Studies by the World
Bank [52] and Tchouaket et al. [36] highlight that rural areas in Cameroon face high unemployment rates, mainly due
to limited access to markets, technology, and business infrastructure. Additionally, the high employment rate among
students in Buea underscores the city's dynamic labor market, contrasting with Doukoula's high unemployment, which
is driven by limited economic diversification and infrastructure [42].

4..6. Marital Status

Buea’s relatively low marriage rate (34.6%) reflects a common trend in urbanized areas across Africa, where delayed
marriage is becoming more common due to educational and career pursuits. Charlotte Vampo [53] suggested that
urbanization leads to delayed marriages as individuals prioritize personal and career development. In contrast,
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Doukoula exhibits a much higher proportion of married individuals (69.2%), which aligns with rural traditions where
early marriage is often seen as an essential part of adulthood. Ntozi [51] and Kofi et al. (2021) [54] argue that in rural
communities, marriage is considered a cultural milestone, leading to higher rates of early marriage compared to urban
areas.

5. Conclusion

The situation in Doukoula, located in the far northern region of Cameroon, highlights the crucial intersection of socio-
economic factors and health outcomes, particularly in relation to cervical cancer screening. The disparities between
Buea and Doukoula illustrate the broader socioeconomic divides between urban and rural areas in Cameroon. Our
findings are consistent with the literature on urban-rural differences in sub-Saharan Africa, where urbanization is
linked to better educational and employment outcomes, while rural areas face significant challenges in accessing
services, infrastructure, and socioeconomic opportunities. These disparities underscore the need for policy
interventions that improve access to education, healthcare, and employment opportunities in rural areas like Doukoula,
while also addressing the unique needs of urban populations such as those in Buea.
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