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INTRODUCTION

According to the Ministry of 
Health(1), syphilis is one of the 
sexually transmitted infec-

tions that has had a high incidence rate in 
recent years in the national territory. One 
of these complications is syphilis in preg-
nant women, which can lead to the deve-
lopment of congenital syphilis, as these 
two types of manifestation of the disea-
se have also grown in numbers of cases. 
Paradoxically, even with high incidence 
rates, syphilis can be controlled, conside-
ring the existence of sensitive diagnostic 
tests, efficient treatment and low burden. 

It is more efficient to fight through 
prevention, campaigns focused on the 
target audience and promotion. There are 
factors that need to be considered, such 
as: low income, education level, marital 
status, among others. Functional health 
literacy is the cognitive competence to 
understand, interpret and apply written 
or verbalized health information(2). 

Health literacy is important for pa-
tients' self-care, however it also affects 
them from prevention and diagnosis to 

understanding the disease and its treat-
ment(3,4). One of the main functions of the 
nurse is to educate. Health education is 
a fundamental instrument for good qua-
lity care, through which nurses provide 
guidelines for self-care, both individually 
and collectively, transforming individu-
als, families and communities into multi-
pliers of health knowledge(5). 

There is a difficulty when it comes 
to preventing vertical transmission, from 
establishing an early diagnosis to proper 
treatment. It is understood as appropria-
te treatment for pregnant women, when 
penicillin is used and that has reached 
the end of one month before the birth of 
the offspring. The dose of the medication 
being according to the stage of syphilis 
and the partner also being treated at the 
same time. Through a union of efforts be-
tween good quality prenatal care, labo-
ratory tests in adequate time, treatment 
of individuals who have sexually related 
and the awareness of all, we may be able 
to control this infection(6).  

Given the reality described, the ob-
jective of this study is to assess the level 
of health literacy as well as knowledge 
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related to syphilis. As a specific objecti-
ve, to know health literacy, discuss health 
education and correlate the level of litera-
cy with knowledge of syphilis.

METHODOLOGY

This is a cross-sectional and quan-
titative study that was conducted in the 
months of October and November 2019.

The places to carry out the study were 
health centers and community centers 
where there were actions from the “Bem 
Nascer” university extension of the Ca-
tholic University of Vitória Centro Uni-
versitário. In this university extension, 
health education focused on women's 
health and pregnancy, self-care, sexu-
ally transmitted infections, breastfeeding, 
childbirth, changes in the body of the 
pregnant woman, which took place in 
health centers and community centers in 
Greater Vitória, are worked with pregnant 
women and companions. in the State of 
Espírito Santo.

The study population was 30 preg-
nant women, regardless of gestational 
period, aged 18 years or over, able to 
understand the objectives of the study 
and who knew how to read and write, in 
addition to participating in the university 
extension “Bem Nascer”. 

Data collection took place through 
the application of a sociodemographic 
questionnaire that also had eight ques-
tions about syphilis and an instrument for 
assessing functional health literacy. Parti-
cipants were approached at university ex-
tension meetings and explained about the 
study and its objectives. After the Free and 
Informed Consent Term was agreed and 
signed, they answered the questionnaires.

First, the sociodemographic question-
naire and basic questions about syphilis 
were answered, followed by the instru-
ment to assess health literacy, the latter 
having a maximum response time of 3 
minutes. It was not warned in advance 
about the duration, when the time was 
over, it was collected for later evaluation.

The sociodemographic aspects pre-

sent in the study were: age, education, 
marital status, number of sexual partners 
she had in her life, number of pregnan-
cies, stillbirths, abortions and children, 

number of times she had unprotected 
sex, contraceptive method and where 
she received information about syphilis. 
The literature bases these variables as 

factors that can influence the quality of 
pregnancy and the contagion not only of 
syphilis, but of other sexually transmitted 
infections.

The Brazilian version of the B-THO-
FLA (Brief Test of Functional Health Li-
teracy in Adults) was used to measure 
functional health literacy which contains 
19 items of textual understanding, with 
each item having a value of 1 point, thus 
the score maximum is 19 points. A sco-
re of 0 to 10 points was considered as 
inadequate functional literacy in health; 
medium functional health literacy of 11 
to 12 points; adequate functional health 
literacy from 13 to 19 points. An adequa-
te level of functional health literacy was 
considered sufficient, and an inadequate 
level was medium and low.

The assessment of knowledge about 
syphilis was carried out through a ques-
tionnaire containing 8 basic questions 
about the disease. Each question had 
only one right answer, the total score 
is the sum of the number of questions 
answered correctly, each question had 
a value of 1 point. Low level of know-
ledge about syphilis was considered 
when the 59th percentile was reached 
at most (0-4 points); medium knowle-
dge of syphilis between the 60th and 
74th percentiles (5 points); sufficient 
knowledge about syphilis at or above 
the 75th percentile (6-8 points). Suffi-
cient level of knowledge about syphilis 
was stipulated, and medium and low 
levels were inadequate.

The analysis performed in this work 
consists of data exploration using des-
criptive statistics (distribution of frequen-
cies, graphs and measures of central 
tendency and variability). The computer 
program Microsoft Excel® 2010 and 
the computer program SPSS® 23.00 for 
Windows were used.

This work was approved by the Ethi-
cs and Research Committee of Católica 
and Vitória Centro Universitário under 
the opinion of No. 3,707,458. All partici-
pants signed the Informed Consent Form 
before executing the study protocol.

Given the 
reality described, 

the objective 
of this study 
is to assess
 the level 
of health 
literacy 

as well as 
knowledge

 related to syphilis.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

All participants were female, 
pregnant and lived in the metropo-
litan region of the state of Espírito 
Santo. Mostly aged between 18 and 
25 years (90%), with up to com-
plete high school (86.7%), mar-
ried and in a stable relationship 
(66.7%), having up to two children 
(76.6%).

Even though the studied group 
had a young profile, women up to 
25 years old mostly, about 80% of 
the participants were, when the re-
search was done, gestating at least 
for the second time (Table 2). Con-
trasting also with this young profile 
is the high incidence of abortion, 
where half of the group has had at 
least one abortion (Table 3).

According to data in Table 4, 
which refers to self-affirmations 
about sexual life, it was found that 
most of the group that answered 
the question about the amount of 
unprotected sex they had in their 
lives had more than 21 unprotec-
ted sex, representing 43.3% of the 
group.

About more than half of the 
sample reported not using any con-
traceptive method, approximately 
one third used oral or injectable 
contraceptives and one tenth said 
they used a tablet. The only con-
traceptive method that is effective 
in preventing sexually transmitted 
infections is the male/female con-
dom, however the participants did 
not mention using it in their rela-
tionships, demonstrating a vulne-
rability to possible infection not 
only from syphilis, but from other 
diseases as well (Table 5) . As it is 
a sexually transmitted disease, it is 
understood that the more unpro-
tected relationships the individual 
has, the greater his chances of con-
tracting the disease. Syphilis being 
only one of several sexually trans-

 

Tabela 1. Características sociodemográficas de 30 gestantes participantes. Vitória, 
ES, Brasil, 2019. 

Características n (%)

Idade

18 anos 7 (23,3)

19 a 25 anos 20 (66,7)

26 a 40 anos 3 (10,0)

Escolaridade

Fundamental Incompleto 3 (10,0)

Fundamental Completo 5 (16,7)

Médio Incompleto 6 (20,0)

Médio Completo 12 (40,0)

Superior Incompleto 3 (10,0)

Superior Completo 1 (3,3)

Estado Civil

Solteiro (a) 10 (33,3)

Casado (a) 11 (36,7)

União Estável 9 (30,0)

Quantidade de filhos

Nenhum 10 (33,3)

Um 4 (13,3)

Dois 9 (30,0)

Três 4 (13,3)

Quatro 2 (6,7)

Cinco 1 (3,3)

 

Tabela 2. Distribuição de Frequências segundo Gestação. Vitória, ES, Brasil, 2019.

Gestação Frequência %

Gestando pela 1ª vez 6 20,0

2 a 4 24 80,0

Total 30 100,0

 

Tabela 3. Distribuição de Frequências segundo Aborto. Vitória, ES, Brasil, 2019.

Aborto Frequência %

Nenhum 15 50,0

Um 5 16,7

Dois 6 20,0

Três 3 10,0

Quatro 1 3,3

Total 30 100,0
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mitted diseases and infections. Se-
cond study(7), there will be a re-
duction in new cases of sexually 
transmitted infections when there 
are changes in how people beha-
ve sexually, especially if they use 
condoms properly. These changes 
occur through incessant informa-
tion to the public and educational 
actions that promote the recogni-
tion of risks and the promotion of 
measures aimed at prevention.

Related to receiving information 
about syphilis, approximately 1/3 
said they had received information 
in prenatal care. In this study, the 
adherence of these pregnant wo-
men to prenatal care was not ques-
tioned, since “Bem Nascer” also 
performed its actions in collective 
prenatal meetings in Basic Health 
Units. Despite all the participants 
being pregnant, a small portion had 
information about syphilis in pre-
natal care, according to study(8), 
Brazil has high coverage of prena-
tal care, but low adequacy of care 
and, according to another study(9), 
the prenatal care offered by the 
Unified Health System is not enti-
rely effective. Research(10) says that, 
even though women have received 
information during prenatal care, it 
is necessary to improve the way the 
communication process is institu-
ted to improve care and minimize 
risks. Regarding having received 
information about the disease at 
school, it represents 30%, showing 
the importance of teaching about 
sexual health in educational insti-
tutions; 13.3% say they never re-
ceived information about syphilis, 
revealing that despite the increa-
se in the number of cases, there is 
still a part of the population that 
is unaware of the disease (Table 6). 

The analysis of the proportion 
of correct answers and errors rela-
ted to the questionnaire on know-
ledge about syphilis indicated that 

 

Tabela 6. Distribuição de Frequências segundo Onde recebeu informação sobre 
sífilis. Vitória, ES, Brasil, 2019.

Onde recebeu informação sobre sífilis Frequência %

Nunca recebi 4 13,3

Pré-natal 10 33,3

Escola 9 30,0

Amigos 1 3,3

TV 1 3,3

Livros 1 3,3

Outros 1 3,3

Não respondeu 3 10,0

Total 30 100,0

 

Tabela 5. Distribuição de Frequências segundo Método Contraceptivo. Vitória, ES, 
Brasil, 2019.

Método Contraceptivo Frequência %

Não utiliza 16 53,3

Anticoncepcional oral/injetável/ adesivo   10 33,3

Tabela 3 10

Não respondeu 1 3,3

Total 30 100

 

Tabela 4. Distribuição de Frequências segundo Quantidade de relações sexuais 
desprotegidas. Vitória, ES, Brasil, 2019.

Quantidade de relações sexuais desprotegidas Frequência %

1 4 13,3

De 2 a 5 7 23,3

De 6 a 10 1 3,3

De 11 a 20 1 3,3

Mais de 21 13 43,3

Não respondeu 4 13,3

Total 30 100

 

Tabela 7. Proporção de acertos e erros dos itens relacionados ao nível de 
conhecimento da sífilis, respondidos por 30 pacientes. Vitória, ES, Brasil, 2019.

Questões referentes ao Nível de Conhecimento da Sífilis Acertos  n (%) Erros  n (%)

Como se pega a sífilis 26 ( 86,7 ) 4 (13,3)

Quais os sintomas da sífilis 8 (26,7) 22 (73,3)

Sífilis tem cura 18 (60,0) 12 (40,0)

É possível passar sífilis para o filho quando está grávida 18 (60,0) 12 (40,0)

É possível ter sífilis quantas vezes 11 (36,7%) 19 (63,3)

Quais os perigos de transmitir sífilis para o bebê 16 (53,3) 14 (46,7)

Mãe com sífilis pode amamentar 7 (23,3) 23 (76,7)

Tratamento indicado para a sífilis 13 (43,3) 17 (56,7)
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the most correct question is related 
to the form of contagion of syphi-
lis. Most understand that sexual in-
tercourse is one of the main forms 
of transmission, but only 26.7% 
answered the question that questio-
ned about the symptoms, showing 
the lack of knowledge necessary for 
self-perception of signs suggestive 
of the disease. The issue with the 

highest number of errors was rela-
ted to breastfeeding when the mo-
ther is infected with the disease, so 
it is understood that there is a diffi-
culty in knowing under what condi-
tions breastfeeding is not allowed 
(Table 7).

Study(11) refers that health edu-
cation related to syphilis in preg-
nant women is an important tool 

for the prevention and promotion 
of health, thus, the correctly in-
formed pregnant woman is able to 
make choices aimed at non-infec-
tion, both her own and her offs-
pring, in addition to to become a 
possible disseminator of knowled-
ge to the partner (s) and other preg-
nant women.

According to the graph in Figure 
1, most of the sample demonstra-
ted insufficient knowledge about 
syphilis, only 1/3 reached the level 
considered sufficient. This reveals 
that syphilis prevention mechanis-
ms are not sufficient and / or ef-
ficient in passing on knowledge 
about the disease to the population, 
with pregnant women being an im-
portant target audience, since, in 
addition to the risk of contracting 
acquired syphilis, they can placen-
ta infect their offspring, leading 
to the development of congenital 
syphilis when not treated properly. 
Study(12) reports that the higher the 
level of knowledge about the dise-
ase, the greater the concern with 
protecting yourself from it. Health 
education actions are configured in 
a way to change this scenario, whe-
re the lack of adequate knowledge 
is one of the main causes for the 
vulnerability of these women.

There are few national studies 
on functional health literacy that 
relate the level of functional health 
literacy to the level of knowledge 
about syphilis. According to Figure 
2, which illustrates the classifica-
tion of functional health literacy, 
the group, in its majority, presented 
adequate health literacy, represen-
ting a total of 76.7% of the sample, 
contrasting with the level of know-
ledge about syphilis, where the 
majority did not obtain satisfactory 
income.

The results demonstrate that 
there is a decrease in the quality 
and quantity of information about 

 

Figura 1. Classificação do Nível de Conhecimento da Sífilis. Vitória, ES, Brasil, 2019.

 

Figura 2. Classificação do Letramento. Vitória, ES, Brasil, 2019.
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syphilis in the pregnant women 
participating in the study, revealing 
a vulnerability. Study (13) says that 
educational interventions based on 
accurate and sufficient information 
to users of health services can im-
prove health-related results, arou-
sing the active interest of individu-
als to develop self-care in health. 
In this context, the role of nursing 
in providing information in a clear, 
precise manner, in language acces-
sible to the understanding of the 
subject and using methods neces-
sary for the effectiveness of health 
education in an efficient manner, 
is essential. Nursing has sufficient 
capacity and skills to provide care 
through health education(14).

 The limitations of this study 
are related to the low volume of 
participating pregnant women, the 
small number of studies on literacy 
in pregnant women and the level 
of knowledge of pregnant women 
about syphilis, and the relationship 
between these variables.

CONCLUSION

This study resulted in levels 
of functional health l i teracy con-

sidered adequate for the majori-
ty of the studied population, and 
level of knowledge about syphilis 
inadequate for the majority of the 
studied group, configuring a non-
-relationship between the levels 
of functional health l i teracy and 
knowledge on syphilis in pregnant 
women. As a way to change this 
reality, health education should 
be used, respecting the best way 
of approaching and transferring 
knowledge from health professio-
nals to pregnant women, refer-
ring from the causative agent and 
symptoms, to consequences and li-
mitations caused by the infection. 
In addition to emphasizing the use 
of condoms. 

It is suggested to focus on awa-
reness, prevention, and health pro-
motion actions with an emphasis 
on sexually transmitted infections, 
especially in relation to acquired 
and congenital syphilis, in women 
who wish to be mothers and tho-
se who are pregnant. Health edu-
cation based on the identification 
of literacy would assist in the best 
form of communication, as it would 
be based on the community's un-
derstanding of health. 
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