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ABSTRACT: 
Objective: To analyze sexual practices and the adoption of prevention practices for sexually 
transmitted infections among university students. 
Method: A descriptive, cross-sectional and quantitative study, carried out in a public higher education 
institution, located in the city of Rio de Janeiro. A sample of 173 students from the Nutrition, Medicine, 
Nursing and Biological Sciences courses was selected from the matrix research database. 
Results: There was predominance of young women (76.88%), aged between 18 and 23 years old 
(84.39%), sexually active (78.03%), who did not use condoms continuously with stable (47.22%) and 
casual (30.36%) partners; the majority negotiated condom use (37.78%); never performed a test to 
detect HIV (56.07%) and denied previous occurrence of STIs (91.33%). 
Conclusion: The low adherence of young people to condoms with stable and casual partners is a risky 
sexual behavior that can contribute to acquiring STIs. Expansion of the provision of timely testing and 
intensification of educational activities in the university environment are necessary practices to reduce 
the group's vulnerability to STIs. 
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RESUMO: 
Objetivo: Analisar as práticas sexuais e a adoção de práticas de prevenção de infecções sexualmente 
transmissíveis entre estudantes universitários.  
Método: Pesquisa descritiva, transversal, quantitativa, realizada em instituição pública de ensino 
superior, localizada no município do Rio de Janeiro. Foram selecionados como amostra 173 estudantes 
dos cursos de nutrição, medicina, enfermagem e ciências biológicas, no banco de dados da pesquisa-
matriz.  
Resultados: Houve predomínio de jovens do sexo feminino (76,88%), faixa etária 18 a 23 anos 
(84,39%), sexualmente ativos (78,03%); não faziam uso contínuo do preservativo com parceiros fixos 
(47,22%) e casuais (30,36%); a maioria negociava o uso do preservativo (37,78%); nunca realizaram 
teste para detectar o HIV (56,07%) e negaram ocorrência prévia de Infecções Sexualmente 
Transmissíveis (IST) (91,33%).  
Conclusão: A baixa adesão dos jovens ao preservativo com parceiros fixos e casuais são 
comportamentos sexuais de risco que podem contribuir para adquirir IST. A ampliação da oferta de 
testagem oportuna e a intensificação de ações educativas no ambiente universitário são práticas 
necessárias para reduzir a vulnerabilidade do grupo às IST. 
 
Descritores: doenças sexualmente transmissíveis; adulto jovem; comportamento sexual; estudantes; 
educação em saúde. 
 

RESUMEN: 

Objetivo: Analizar las prácticas sexuales y la adopción de prácticas de prevención de infecciones de 
transmisión sexual entre estudiantes universitarios. 
Método: Investigación descriptiva, transversal, cuantitativa, realizada en una institución pública de 
educación superior, ubicada en la ciudad de Río de Janeiro. Se seleccionaron 173 estudiantes de las 
carreras de nutrición, medicina, enfermería y ciencias biológicas como muestra en la base de datos 
matricial de investigación. 
Resultados: Hubo predominio de mujeres jóvenes (76,88%), de 18 a 23 años (84,39%), sexualmente 
activas (78,03%), que no usaban preservativo de forma continuada con parejas estables (47,22%) y 
casuales (30,36%); la mayoría negoció el uso del condón (37,78%); nunca realizó una prueba para 
detectar el VIH (56,07%) y negó la ocurrencia previa de ITS (91,33%). 
Conclusión: La baja adherencia de los jóvenes al condón con parejas estables y casuales son 
conductas sexuales de riesgo que pueden contribuir a contraer ITS. La ampliación de la oferta de 
pruebas oportunas y la intensificación de las actividades educativas en el ámbito universitario son 
prácticas necesarias para reducir la vulnerabilidad del grupo a las ITS. 
 
Palabras clave: enfermedades de transmisión sexual; adulto joven; conducta sexual; estudiantes; 
educación en salud. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Sexually Transmitted Infections (STIs) are caused by microorganisms such as viruses, 
fungi and bacteria and their main form of transmission is sexual. There is a high 
incidence of STIs, being considered one of the most common public health problems 
worldwide. In the social and health context, they represent an important cause of 
morbidity and mortality, although their visibility has only increased since the 1980s with 
the emergence of AIDS(1). 
 
The STI terminology − replacing the expression Sexually Transmitted Disease (STD) − 
has been used more frequently in order to warn about the possibility of being a carrier 
of any of these infections even if the individual remains asymptomatic(2). 
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A number of studies show that, of the 4,500 new cases of infections by the Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) in adults worldwide recorded in 2016, 35% occurred 
among young people aged 15 to 24 years old and that, every week, approximately six 
thousand women aged between 15 and 24 years old are infected with HIV(3). In Brazil, 
the Epidemiological Bulletin of the Ministry of Health (Ministério da Saúde, MS)(4) has 
recorded an increase in the number of AIDS cases among young people aged from 15 
to 24 years old and indicates that most of the cases reported in the country were 
recorded in the age group of 20 to 34 years old, showing the need for preventive and 
health education actions aimed at this specific group(2). 

 
Considering the epidemiological aspects, STIs represent an important problem in the 
sexual and reproductive health of young people, and may trigger some health 
problems such as infertility, pelvic inflammatory diseases, cervical cancer and 
infections in newborns(2). One of the main ways to prevent the occurrence of new 
infections is through the continuous use of condoms(5).  
 
Young people are considered a vulnerable group to acquire an STI, considering the 
presence of Risk Sexual Behaviors (RSBs), such as early initiation of sexual life, 
discontinuous or incorrect use of condoms, occurrence of multiple partners, and use of 
alcohol and/or drugs. In addition to that, considering the social changes involved, 
factors related to entering the university environment can increase the occurrence of 
risky sexual behaviors(6).  
 
Currently, it is understood that comprehensive care for people with STIs should result 
from the combination of different services through combined prevention. This, in turn, 
comprises three strategic areas: individual and collective prevention, provision of 
diagnosis and treatment, and management. Thus, access to education in health, 
condom use, timely testing for STIs and vaccination are some examples of the 
essential prevention components in the management of STIs(2), thus justifying 
conduction of this research. 
 
Most of the studies that evaluate university students present a sample consisting of 
courses in the health area(6,7). Investigating students in the biomedical area becomes 
opportune considering that, even if they are students in the health area, the theme is 
little improved during college or in their work process, which can directly reflect on the 
young university students' sexual behaviors. 
 
Given this context, the objective of this research was to analyze the sexual practices 
and those for the prevention of sexually transmitted infections adopted by university 
students.  
 

MATERIAL AND METHOD 
 

This is a descriptive and cross-sectional study with a quantitative approach, carried out 
in a higher education institution located in the municipality of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 
The study is integrated into the research entitled Sexuality and vulnerabilities of young 
people in times of sexually transmitted infections. It is added that the authors of this 
study participated in the stages of data collection and storage of the research data and 
that the research coordinator authorized the use of the data to carry out this study. The 
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matrix research was carried out in a public higher education institution located in the 
municipality of Rio de Janeiro between 2018 and 2019. 
 
The sample selected from the matrix research database for this study is of the 
intentional non-probabilistic type, composed of students attending the Nutrition, 
Medicine, Nursing and Biological Sciences courses, teaching units that make up the 
university's biomedical center, totaling 173 participants. As inclusion criteria, the 
participants were students of both genders, aged between 18 and 29 years old, 
regularly enrolled in undergraduation courses at the institution, which was the research 
locus. Students who were absent due to illness or enrollment cancellation during the 
data collection period did not participate in the research.  
 
The choice of the sample set for this research is justified, considering the author's 
interest in knowing the sexual practices and those for the prevention of STIs among 
undergraduate students in the health area. It is added that, considering the 
participation of the main author in the residency in Family Health Nursing, after data 
collection, an educational activity was carried out with the group of students related to 
the prevention of STIs. 
 
To capture the data in the matrix research, a self-administered structured 
questionnaire with 60 closed questions was used, previously validated by the “Survey 
of Knowledge, Attitudes and Practices in the Brazilian Population”, carried out by the 
Ministry of Health in 2008, 2011 and 2013 in the form of a population survey aimed at 
people between 15 and 64 years of age(8). The Data Collection Instrument (DCI) was 
adapted by the researchers to the specificities of the population group under study 
(university students between 18 and 29 years old) and contained socioeconomic and 
behavioral variables and those referring to knowledge and prevention of STIs.  
 
It is worth mentioning that, aiming at internal validity and reliability, the DCI was 
previously tested, carrying out a pilot test with 10 university students to verify 
objectivity, clarity and relevance to the objectives proposed. Thus, during the 
assessment by experts on the subject matter, adjustments were made to the 
questionnaire, and the instruments used in the pilot test phase were discarded. 
Considering that this study is part of a larger research study, ten socioeconomic 
variables were selected from the DCI: fifteen on sexual practices and five on 
prevention practices that met the objective of this research. 
 
Data collection for this research took place at two moments, in 2018 and 2019, 
between the students' classes, with the purpose of not disturbing the dynamics in the 
classrooms. The mean time to answer the DCI was 20 minutes. After collection, the 
data were tabulated and organized in the Excel program from Microsoft Office 2013 for 
Windows. Most of the variables selected for this study were qualitative and 
dichotomous.  
 
For data treatment and analysis, the resources of descriptive statistics with uni- and bi-
variate analysis were used. The results were presented in absolute and percentage 
frequencies, and discussed in the light of the (inter)national scientific literature.  
 
The research was previously submitted and approved by the Research Ethics 
Committee of the institution where the research was conducted, with consubstantiated 
opinion number 3,396,324. The participants had already signed the Free and Informed 
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Consent Term (FICF) after being informed about the potential risks, benefits, 
objectives and purposes of the research, as provided for in Resolution 466/2012.  

 

RESULTS 
 
The study included 173 undergraduate biomedical students from a public institution 
located in the municipality of Rio de Janeiro. The social characteristics of the students 
show that 133 (76.88%) are female; 146 (84.39%) are aged between 18 and 23 years 
old; 97 (56.07%) are single and without affective relationships; 169 (97.69%) did not 
have children; 142 (82.08%) declared themselves heterosexual; 141 (81.50%) did not 
work; 91 (52.60%) declared themselves white-skinned; 118 (68.21%) considered 
themselves religious, predominantly followers of the Catholic (39.83%) and 
Evangelical (38.98%) religions; and 138 (79.77%) lived with their parents.  
 
When asked about sexual practices, 135 (78.03%) answered that they were sexually 
active and 95 (70.37%) used condoms in the first sexual intercourse that occurred 
between the ages of 15 and 18 years old (71.85%), with no difference between the 
gender. As for sexual partners, 73 (54.07%) reported that they had never had more 
than one sexual partner in their entire lives; 100 (74.07%) denied having had sexual 
intercourse with more than one partner in the same period; 112 (82.96%) denied 
having sex with men and women in the same period; and 82 (60.74%) reported not 
using condoms in all their sexual relations. 
 
Condom use, type of sexual partner and condom negotiation are described in Table 1. 

 
 

Table 1 – Distribution of the students attending a public university according to the 
type of sexual partner, condom use and negotiation. Rio de 
Janeiro, 2021.  

Variables F % 
Sexual relations in the last 12 months (n=135) 

Yes 123 91.11 
No 11 8.15 
NR 1 0.74 

Sexual relations with stable partners in the last 12 months (n=123) 
Yes 108 87.80 
No 15 12.20 
NR 0 0 

Condom use with stable partners (n=108) 
Yes 56 51.85 
No 51 47.22 
NR 1 0.93 
NA 0 0 

Sex with casual partners in the last 12 months (n=123)  
Yes 56 45.53 
No 65 52.85 
NR 2 1.63 

Condom use with casual partners (n=56) 
Yes 36 64.29 
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No 17 30.36 
NR 3 5.36 

Condom use negotiation (n=135) 
Yes 51 37.78 
No  45 33.33 
Partially 37 27.41 
NR 2 1.48 

Source: Database of the Youth Sexuality and Vulnerability Survey in Times of Sexually 
Transmitted Infections. 
Note: NI - Not Reported; NA - Not Applicable. 
 
As for the use of condoms in all sexual relations, it was verified that there is a greater 
number of university students who are married or with a stable partner who do not use 
condoms in all sexual relations, when compared to single students, as described in 
Table 2. 
 
Table 2 – Distribution of the university students in a public institution according to 

marital status and condom use in all sexual relations. Municipality of 
Rio de Janeiro, 2021 (n=135). 

Variables 
Uses it in all 
relationships 

Does not use it in all 
relationships 

f % f % 
Single 33 62.26 34 41.46 
Married 1 1.89 12 14.63 
Has a stable partner 19 35.85 36 43.90 
Source: Database of the Youth Sexuality and Vulnerability Survey in Times of Sexually 
Transmitted Infections 

 
By associating condom negotiation and its use in all sexual relations, it was verified 
that the students who fully or partially negotiate do not use condoms in all sexual 
relations, as shown in Table 3. 
 
Table 3 – Condom use and negotiation in all sexual relations by university 

students attending a public institution. Municipality of Rio de Janeiro, 
2021. (n=63). 

Variables 
Uses it in all 
relationships 

Does not use it in all 
relationships 

f % f % 
Negotiates 19 36.54 32 39.50 
Does not negotiate 25 48.08 20 24.70 
Partially 8 15.38 29 35.80 

Source: Database of the Youth Sexuality and Vulnerability Survey in Times of Sexually 
Transmitted Infections. 

  
When the young women in the study were asked about use of the female condom, 97 
(97.98%) reported never having used it during sexual intercourse.  
 
As for the use of alcohol or drugs before the last intercourse, 41 (65.08%) admitted it. 
When asked about the possibility of acquiring an STI, 96 (55.49%) university students 
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stated it was little possible and 28 (16.18%) believed that it was impossible to acquire 
an STI. 
 
Regarding the occurrence of STIs in the investigated group, 158 (91.33%) denied any 
event. Among the STIs mentioned by the participants, candidiasis (42.86%), HPV 
(28.57), herpes (14.29%), syphilis (7.14%) and chlamydia (7.14%) stand out. 
 
When asked about testing to detect HIV, 97 (56.07%) reported never having been 
tested. The students who had already underwent the test pointed out the following 
reasons: blood donation, betrayal, curiosity, admission exam or request provided for in 
a public tender. Such exams were performed after unprotected sexual intercourse and 
after the recommendation of a health professional. 
 
The performance of cytopathological and gynecological examinations among the 
women who participated in the study are described in Table 4. 
 

Table 4 – Distribution of the university students attending a public institution 
according to gynecological exam and Pap smear. Rio de 
Janeiro, 2021. (n=133). 

Variables f % 
Last gynecological exam 

This year 56 42.11 
Last year 43 32.33 
2 years ago 7 5.26 
3 years ago 4 3.01 
Over 5 years ago 4 3.01 
Never 8 6.02 
Does not remember 11 8.27 

Undergoing the cytopathological examination (Pap smear) 
Yes 60 45.11 
No 52 39.10 
Does not remember 5 3.76 
NR 16 12.03 

Source: Database of the Youth Sexuality and Vulnerability Survey in Times of Sexually 
Transmitted Infections. 
Note: NR - Not Reported. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
According to data from the 2018 Higher Education Census, 14.9% of the university 
students are enrolled in undergraduate courses in the areas of health and well-being, 
are predominantly female, white-skinned, and the most frequent age is 19 years old. 
The findings of this research are similar to those of the Census(9). The current trend is 
for young people to enter university at an earlier age; this is considered a defining 
moment in their lives, characterizing the initial contact with the world of work(10). 
 
Regarding skin color, in this study, 91 (52.60%) declared themselves white-skinned, 
corroborating the 2010 Demographic Census in which 47.7% of the population declared 
themselves white-skinned and 43.1%, brown-skinned(11). 
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Upon entering university, young people can have their sexual behavior influenced by 
different factors, such as new friends and interaction with people with different lifestyle 
habits from their own and their newly acquired freedom(10). Lack of access to safe 
information, absence of discussions in opportune environments such as the university 
and early initiation of sexual life are described as factors that increase the chance of 
acquiring HIV among young people(12). 
 
Young university students are categorized as an at-risk population segment when 
considering the probability of developing RSBs, due to the weak sense of vulnerability 
and to the little attention received due to the low morbidity and mortality rates, when 
compared to other population groups(7,13). 
 
A number of research studies show that most university students are sexually active 
and that they had their first sexual relation when aged between 12 and 17 years 
old(7,10). A literature review carried out with 123 articles evidenced that, in young 
people, sexual initiation ranged between the ages of 13 and 18 years old, with a mean 
of 15 in most of the studies, results that are close to those of this research(14). Thus, 
early initiation of sexual activity, associated with other factors, makes the young 
person vulnerable to STIs(15). 
 
The male condom is the most popular contraceptive method among young people. It is 
a device that is easy to handle and freely distributed by the public health services, and 
its use is directly related to the chances of contracting an STI; on the other hand, the 
female condom is difficult to be found in public services for free distribution and, often, 
even for purchase in pharmacies and related stores(10,16). A study carried out in the 
United States in 2017 showed that many high school students are involved in risky 
behaviors for sexual health, associated with unplanned pregnancy and sexually 
transmitted infections, such as HIV. Regarding adherence to condom use in the last 
intercourse, its use was higher among heterosexual students (56.1%) than among 
gays, lesbians and bisexuals (39.9%). Prevalence was also higher among 
heterosexual male students (61.8%) than among heterosexual women (49.6%)(17). 
 
A study carried out with university students indicates that most of the women did not 
have sexual relations using female condoms, corroborating the findings of the 
research. Difficulty of access, availability, handling and cost are pointed out as the 
main reasons for the device to have lower adherence among women, making the male 
condom more popular(18).  
 
Advanced age, partner's age or the use of any contraceptive method are factors 
pointed out for not using condoms in the first sexual relation(16). Among the reasons 
listed by young people for not using the device are trust in the partner, use of other 
contraceptive methods, choice of partner, religious issues and the stigma of reduced 
sexual pleasure(12,19). 
 
A number of research studies(1,10,18,19) indicate that unprotected sex is more common 
among young people with stable relationships, corroborating the findings of this 
research, that women are less likely to negotiate its use, and that there is a reduction 
in use of the device with increasing age. However, it should be noted that having a 
stable partner is not a safe way to avoid STIs, and that the likelihood of contracting 
STIs is directly related to continued condom use(10). 
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Regarding condom use negotiation, young people who negotiate do not do so 
continuously. A number of research studies indicate that condom use negotiation is 
more present in casual relationships and that women are at a disadvantage when 
negotiating with their partners, considering gender issues, power relations and 
historical differences between men and women(10,20). 
 
Considering the consumption of (il)licit drugs, it is known that abusive use of alcohol 
can affect judgment, decisions and discernment(20). A number of studies indicate that 
use of alcoholic beverages is directly related to the higher prevalence of RSBs and 
that use of illicit drugs in the last sexual relation increased by more than 100% the 
chance of presenting some RSB(7,20). 
 
In the investigated group, young people find it little possible or impossible to acquire 
an STI. A study carried out with university students from 80 undergraduate courses in 
Rio Grande do Sul identified HPV, genital herpes and gonorrhea as the most frequent 
among young people(7), corroborating the findings of this study. Previous history of 
STIs and having the first sexual relation at a young age are identified as significant 
variables among young people with STIs(22).  
 
As a way of preventing STIs, HIV and viral hepatitis, the MS recommends combined 
prevention that articulates biomedical, behavioral and structural interventions. 
Considering the expansion of the term “safe sex”, combined actions are proposed 
between testing for STIs, pre- and post-exposure prophylaxis, condom use, early 
diagnosis and adequate treatment of STIs, harm reduction, antiretroviral treatment, 
immunization and prevention of vertical transmission(2).  
 
Screening for STIs must be performed annually in people under 30 years of age, 
through rapid tests in asymptomatic individuals. In this study, there was a significant 
number of young people who had never performed rapid testing. A number of research 
studies indicate that most young people do not undergo the HIV test and that, among 
the reasons, fear of a possible positive diagnosis or not wanting to know about the 
infection stand out(23,24). 
 
In the investigated group, it is noticed that, although young people are aged between 
18 and 23 years old, most of the women report having undergone the Pap smear. A 
number of studies indicate that performing a gynecological examination in 
asymptomatic and non-pregnant women can generate overdiagnosis, anxiety and 
unnecessary costs, and is not routinely recommended, and screening should be 
avoided before the age of 25(25,26). However, the nurse should encourage the woman 
to go to the health unit to carry out timely STI screening through rapid tests and 
gynecological examination(2,27).  
 
In Brazil, the screening method for cervical cancer is the cytopathological examination, 
which must be carried out annually in the first two years; if both results are negative, 
every three years. Collection must be carried out in women aged from 25 to 64 years 
old who have already started their sexual life(25). Educational actions, information 
about the test before it is performed, and good care provided by trained health 
professionals are cited as strategies to favor women's adherence to the Pap smear 
test(10).  
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Considering the importance of offering actions aimed at preserving the health of the 
young population, the Family Health Strategy (FHS) implemented by the MS arises to 
reorganize the health care model, and its practices prioritize actions of prevention, 
promotion and recovery of users based on care integrality and longitudinality(28). The 
purpose of health promotion is to collaborate with the confrontation of social 
determinants of health through the expansion of knowledge, (self-)care and autonomy. 
Group activities, general guidelines and integration between different sectors, such as 
articulation between health and education through the School Health 
Program (Programa Saúde na Escola, PSE), are some of the strategies adopted by 
the FHS to promote health(29). 
 
Among the various activities developed by the FHS teams, health promotion actions 
rely on the adoption of educational actions and activities with the aim of strengthening 
the individual's self-care through the control of the social determinants of health(30). 
Regarding rapid testing, the nurse has technical and legal competence to request and 
perform the exam, for pre- and post-test counseling, report issuance, referrals and 
scheduling(31). 
 
Educational practices must be conducted considering a relationship of dialog and 
respect between educator and student. The search for reflection on a reality in a 
continuous and active process within the humanizing educational context provides for 
its transformation. The learning process needs to articulate scientific knowledge, 
common sense and the individual so that the information has, in fact, some meaning 
and is incorporated in people's lives(29). 
 
A number of studies indicate that the educational activities with young people 
developed by FHS professionals provide opportunities for the exchange of ideas, 
knowledge and experiences, as well as they strengthen the bond between young 
people and professionals(28). 
 
Education in health is a resource used by health professionals to exert a positive 
impact on people's lives. Sexual education constantly encounters barriers based on 
the argument that it promotes promiscuity and the early initiation of sexual life; 
however, its main result is to contribute to reducing the risk of STIs and unwanted 
pregnancies(28). 
 
Education in health is indispensable for the promotion of healthy habits and 
prevention; however, it is fundamental for nurses to be able to seek appropriate and 
assertive strategies during their work process(29). Among some of the strategies used 
to carry out education in health, conversation circles are considered to facilitate the 
process, as they help to strengthen ties and increase adherence to the activity and 
provide constant feedback(28). Another strategy is to include the young person in the 
planning of activities by choosing the themes to be worked on, making the young 
person active in the elaboration of activities developed by the FHS(29). 
 
In addition to that, it is fundamental that health education actions are interdisciplinary 
with the multidisciplinary team, breaking the logic of fragmented care, with practices 
that are disconnected from public policies and focused on the disease(29). 
 
Sexual health in educational institutions depends on a multidisciplinary team to 
promote, protect and restore young people's health. Inserted in the school 
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environment, the nurse can act as a mediator, supporting educational actions and 
working with teachers in the articulation between school, family and community(30). In 
this scenario, it is considered that the FHS nurse is indispensable for strengthening 
combined prevention and for reducing the number of STIs among young people. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 
In this study, it was possible to assess the sexual practices and those for the 
prevention of STIS adopted by university students. The findings show that there was 
predominance of women, aged between 18 and 23 years old, who present risky sexual 
behaviors and low adherence to condom use in sexual relations, both with stable and 
casual partners. In addition to that, considering the concept of combined prevention, 
there is a significant number of young people who have never been tested for HIV. 
 
Thus, it is necessary to expand the offer of timely testing for STIs, in view of the low 
adherence of the investigated group to the exam, as well as to intensify educational 
practices in the university environment to favor the dissemination of information and 
reduce the students' vulnerability to STIs. 
 
Conducting this research only with university students in the biomedical area is a study 
limitation, and replication with young people from other areas of knowledge is 
opportune. However, the findings are similar to other studies that show low adherence 
to condom use and the assumption of risky behaviors by the young collective. 
 
This study can contribute to encouraging new research studies related to the 
performance of educational practices among young people, considering the need to 
reformulate the existing practices. In addition to that, the discussion on the prevention 
of STIs in this population group highlights the importance of creating and formulating 
specific public policies to contribute to reducing the number of STI cases in this 
population group.  
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