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Abstract Facebook is one of the main communication tools
in the world nowadays. In Brazil, it is used for almost half of
the population. Knowing what is conveyed about cancer by
this social network can be an important step for the develop-
ment of efficient health communication strategies. We evalu-
ate Facebook user’s comments on pages about cancer; verify
if there is a pattern of public awareness on the disease and
compare it with results from other studies. Three pages about
cancer on Facebook were selected among those with more
followers in Brazil. For 6 months, from January to
June 2014, all posts were selected and evaluated, and we cre-
ated eight categories. On each page, the categories that gener-
ated most comments were elected for the second analysis. The
behavior of empowered citizens by new communication tools
is the target of this study. Similarities and differences between
12,926 comments coming from 1243 posts in three different
Facebook pages on cancer were analyzed. Four new catego-
ries were identified: Breligion,^ Bpositive,^ Bnegative,^ and
Binformation.^ Despite the differences among the three pages
selected for this study, we observed the predominance of pos-
itive speeches associated with religious terms. Following

public perceptions on cancer is an important step for the de-
velopment of efficient health communication strategies.
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Introduction

Brazil has a population of 204 million [1], half of which is con-
nected. During the time spent on online activities, most (78 %)
make use of social networks, which lead the country to the top of
the rankings in the use of social media [2]. For, about one and a
half billion active Facebook users in the world are in Brazil;
almost half of the population [3] uses the tool, representing about
10 % of the Facebook community worldwide.

Given the spread of social media, many studies [4, 5] deep-
en the influence of such media on the way we live, think, and
act [6]. Researchers have addressed the differences between
the offline and self online [4, 5, 7, 8]. According to Gonzales
and Hancock6, Facebook users Bactively engages in creating,
maintaining, and modifying an image that reflects one’s ideal
self^, something they call Bidentity shift^. The tendency to
show a beautiful life in news feeds can be an aspect of what
Goffman [9] characterized as the Bdramaturgy being a meta-
phor of social interactions.^ Perhaps this is one of the best
descriptions of Facebook. Despite this optimistic bias, studies
[10, 11] also describe the opposite approach of pain through
user texts on the loss of loved ones or friends.

Being identified as a popular communication tool in
Brazilian society, Facebook can be an important vehicle in
the dissemination of information about cancer. Cancer is the
second cause of mortality in the country and is seen by the
population rather pessimistically [12, 13]. This can lead to the
effect reported by some authors [14, 15] of individuals
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who avoid medical appointments or perform less diag-
nostic tests for fear of discovering a disease that is
believed to be incurable.

Goal

Analyze comments from Brazilians in three different
Facebook pages on cancer from the following: (1) institution-
al, (2) Non Governmental Organization, and (3) ordinary cit-
izen and investigate if they follow any trend.

The newsfeed on pages about cancer generates what types
of comments? Are they positive or do they follow the negative
view that society has, about the disease [12, 13]?

Methodology

Initially, three Facebook pages composed our analysis. They
are the following: Fundação do Câncer (Brazilian Cancer
Foundation), Cabelegria (Hair and Happiness), and
Quimioterapia & Beleza (Chemotherapy & Beauty). These
pages were selected because they are among those with great-
er number of followers in the area of cancer in Brazil.
Additionally, they are constantly updated, at least three
threads per day, each of which is produced by a different actor.
Fundação do Câncer (250,000 fans in March 2016) raises
funds, and manages research projects and institutional devel-
opment in oncology. Cabelegria (302,000 fans inMarch 2016)
is an NGO that collects hair donations and mediates the pro-
duction of wigs for children with cancer. Quimioterapia &
Beleza (97,000 fans in March 2016) is a page created by
Flavia Flores, a woman who had cancer and gives beauty
and makeup tips for women with the disease.

Two researchers studied all publications of the pages, avail-
able between January and June 2014. As the Facebook is an
organic tool, whose fans can view the content on their news
feeds long after publication, we decided to wait a period of
one year and a half after the final date for this analysis.
Therefore, we had access to all actions (likes, shares, and
comments) of Internet users involved.

In the first stage of this research, the content analysis [16]
method was used to examine and classify posts into catego-
ries. Under this method, the material was organized, codified,
and categorized.

Of the three selected pages, available between January and
June 2014, we raised a total of 1243 posts. The content anal-
ysis comprises some steps which are the following: (1) Pre-
analysis, which consists of the detailed reading of material
selection (corpus); (2) Categorization, which is the separation
of the material selection (in this case, the Facebook posts) into
categories. Categories are created in order to make all the
corpus fit in at least one of them. In this study, the two

researchers have created their categories independently.
Afterwards, they came together to a final consensus; and (3)
Interpretation, which consists of analyzing the data and devel-
oping inferences.

We classified the data into eight categories: Btestimonies^
(when people talk about their life experiences), Bsolidarity^
(when donations are asked or when they are acknowledged),
Banniversaries^ (health awareness dates such as the World No
Tobacco Day), BScience and Health^ (research and new scien-
tific discoveries), Bevent^ (events which readers are invited to
participate), Binstitutional^ (when the institution writes about
itself), Brisk factors^ (texts addressing habits that increase the
risk of cancer, such as cigarette), and Bbeauty^ (texts about
makeup, clothes, and hairstyles).We use a qualitative and quan-
titative methodology [17] to verify the presence or absence of a
given characteristic in the fragments of the published texts.

We also analyzed quantitatively the number of likes,
shares, and comments of each post, which are indicators of
the impacts of a publication. These three items make up the
audience factors on Facebook.

After this initial analysis, in the second step, we selected
and analyzed the category that generated the most comments,
which is considered the action of greater engagement on
Facebook. In Facebook, Fundação do Câncer fanpage, it
was the category Btestimony^ with 898 comments; in
Cabelegria fanpage, we selected the category Bsolidarity^with
8411 comments; and in Quimioterapia & Beleza fanpage, the
category Bbeauty^ generated the highest engagement (3617).
This universe with 12,926 comments became the scope of this
study. The comments were analyzed and categorized by two
researchers, using again content analysis methodology.

Four categories have been identified to classify the most
frequent topics in the comments. They are the following:
Breligion,^ when users write about God, faith, and aspects
related to religion; Bnegative,^ which brings together aspects
associated with pain, suffering, and death; Bpositive,^ whose
keywords are encouraging; and Binformation^ for cases where
the Facebook users are asking for more data on a post. All the
words of each category were identified in Table 1.

To categorize comments, the authors identified the predom-
inant message in the speech. For example, if a comment has
some negative words but the main message is positive, it will
be included in the category Bpositive^. At first, each research-
er did the analysis independently. Then they gathered to verify
the differences and similarities among their analyses.
Eventually, they came to a final conclusion together.

Results

Despite the fact that all the pages have cancer as a central
theme, significant differences were found in the profile of each
of them, such as more emphasis on publications were included
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in the Binstitutional^ category in fanpage Cabelegria, or
Btestimonies^ in Quimioterapia & Beleza fanpage, or Bscience
and health^ in the Fundação do Câncer fanpage.

Considering the comments, among the followers of the
pages of Fundação do Câncer, Cabelegr ia , and
Quimioterapia & Beleza, we identified a strong presence of
the category Bregilion^, among the comments (558/898, 841/
8411, and 1958/3617), respectively. To illustrate the position
of the citizens in this regard, we clamped a few comments:

[...] BGod is Faithful. God provides. God will provide
his mercy will never fail us!^ (Fundação do Câncer,
03.12.2014)
[...] BReally Bella! God bless you, princess. You will be
a winner, in the name of Jesus, he loves you!^
(Cabelegria, 05.03.2014)
[...] BSee, this is what makes the real power to fight
cancer. A unified family, the support of friends, and,
above all, accepting yourself at the time of treatment.
So I better than anyone can say I am blessed by the
family and true friends I have. God has always been
with me in this battle and today; I have already won
my 1st step against the disease, which was the surgery.
I have left the hospital 100% cured, without the cancer
that was diagnosed early. Now comes the treatment so
that cancer will never come back. So, those who really
love me and are my friends are going to accept me bald,
without my blonde locks if need to do chemotherapy. I
am already a winning and a miracle of God. Hang in
there LOL. I love you all.^ [...] (Quimioterapia &
Beleza, 2.15.2014)

Encouraging aspects in speeches fragments were identified
also quite significantly in the three fanpages. In the Fundação
do Câncer fanpage, there were 493 keywords of the category
Bpositive^ in 898 comments; in Cabelegria fanpage, we found
4193 positive keywords in a total of 8411 comments; and in
Quimioterapia & Beleza fanpage, we identified 4212 positive
keywords in 3617 comments. That is, in some comments, we
found more than a keyword with a positive slant. To
illustrate these fragments, we extracted some comments
of each fanpages:

[...] BBeautiful girl, you will win this damn disease. Your
smile is the reality of this victory.^ (Fundação do
Câncer, 06.04.2014)
[...] BBeautiful Warrior! I wish you all the wonderful
things in life ...... Big kiss and lots of positive energy.^
(Cabelegria, 02.04.2014)
[...] BWe are together. You were more than winner. I'm
happy for your healing. You gave an example of faith,
beautiful.^ (Quimioterapia & Beleza, 03.09.2014)

Few Internet users on different platforms (10 keywords in 898
comments in the Fundação do Câncer, 23/8411 in Cabelegria,
and 62/3617 in Quimioterapia & Beleza) wrote a word consid-
ered to belong to the category Bnegative.^ Interesting to note that
despite identifying negative aspects in these fragments, they did
not have an exclusively pessimistic bias:

[...] BIt is not easy, but offer your suffering for those who
are far from God and do not value life.^ (Fundação do
Câncer, 03.21.2014)
[...] BNo matter if it is hard it is important to smile.
Warrior!^ (Cabelegria – 09.04.2014)
[...] BI love to see these examples of victory. There are
many pages here that the people is keen to spread death,
I prefer to know in life, it helps all men and women.^
(Quimioterapia & Beleza, 04.02.2014)

Few were also requests for more information or exchange
of experience in the category Binformation,^ except in the case
of Non Governmental Organization Cabelegria (1186/8411),
whose focus is to collect hair donations that will be turned into
wigs:

[...] BHow can I donate? I have a few strands of hair with
me, and I'm trying to raise more. How to proceed with
donations?^ (Cabelegria, 05.08.2014)
[...] BI have two wigs, how do I send?^ (Cabelegria,
03.06.2014)

Little more than 200 keywords in this category have been
identified in fanpage Quimioterapia & Beleza in a total of
3,617 comments. An example is the exchange of experiences:

Table 1 Keywords by category

Religion Negative Positive Information

God, faith, Jesus, bless, blessed,
Lord, angel, save, pray,
Catholic, praying

suffering, trouble, pain,
death, hard, depression

victory, positive, win, cure, life, power,
strength, courage, pride, love, fight,
battle, love, cool, congratulations,
beautiful, donate, support,
warrior, loved, good, awesome

chemotherapy, radiation therapy,
how do I do, subscription, hair

Four categories were found in the analysis of text fragments, embedded in the comments of Facebook users on cancer fanpages. All words of each
category were mentioned in this table
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[...] My hair spring, as I call, after the hair fall, began just
before the second session of the Red chemo. The hair is
very thin and fluffy. Now after the 4th and last session
my hair is already stronger and black. I love to feel them.
I am very happy for you. Congratula t ions!
(Quimioterapia & Beleza, 11.01.2014)

Discussion

A striking aspect found in this research was the use of terms
with strong religious appeal. According to the authors [18],
religious beliefs may emerge more strongly during periods
such as the diagnosis of cancer. According to this study,
82 % of 500 US respondents confirmed cling to religion to
overcome the difficulties faced during treatment. To circum-
vent the fatalistic and terrifying vision of cancer observed in
previous studies [12, 19–22], patients and their families start
looking for more information about advances in treatment. In
parallel, there is a huge commitment to faith [18, 23].

Most comments on posts about cancer were expressed by
women, as in other studies on gender and type of engagement
[24, 25]. And the strong positive aspect of comments can be
considered similar to that Carrion and colleagues [26] de-
scribed as the search for meaning and positive emotions that
help to tackle the disease. Moreover, it is possible that the
comments on posts about cancer are similar to what is ob-
served normally on Facebook, where there is a prevailing
positive bias. Interactions between people through a narrative,
where there is a predominance of positive keywords and faith,
can mean that Caers and colleagues [5] pointed out as an
antidote to feelings of loneliness and sadness.

Carrion and others [26] also report the role of religion and
spirituality in the life of citizens as a way to deal in a less
traumatic way with the disease. The use of these types of
strategies has been recognized in reducing the perception of
vulnerability, feelings of anxiety, and the relentless presence
of finitude in our lives. This can also be a way to improve the
well-being of patients and their families.

BThe participants articulated their reliance on God, which
assisted them to surrender and, as a result, gain strength in
order to carry on with cancer treatment. They also expressed
a sense of comfort knowing their lives were in God’s hands,
which reduced stress and enabled them to cope with the cur-
rent situation^ [27].

Final Considerations

This study provided evidence that Brazilian citizens who use
Facebook and follow pages about cancer look for similar cases
to those they are experiencing. The narratives are

predominantly based on faith and hope. Knowing what is
conveyed about cancer by the most popular social media now-
adays should not be negligible for professionals working in
the health field. Facebook users’ comments should be
considered and these professionals can be agents of
change when they hear the lay public, as described in
other studies [27]. Following public perceptions on can-
cer can be an important step for the development of
efficient health communication strategies.
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