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and Trichuris trichiura infections by age
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Abstract

Background: Soil-transmitted helminth (STH) infection peaks during childhood and varies by sex. The impact of
market integration (MI) (increasing production for and consumption from a market-based economy) on these
infection patterns, however, is unclear. In this study, STH infection is examined by sex and age among indigenous
Shuar inhabiting two regions of Amazonian Ecuador: (1) the modestly market-integrated Upano Valley (UV) and (2)
the more traditional Cross-Cutucú (CC) region.

Methods: Kato-Katz fecal smears were examined for parasite presence and infection intensity. Factorial ANOVAs
and post hoc simple effects analyses were performed by sex to compare infection intensity between regions and
age categories (infant/child, juvenile/adolescent, adult).

Results: Significant age and regional differences in Ascaris lumbricoides and Trichuris trichiura infection were
detected. Overall, infants/children and juveniles/adolescents displayed higher parasite loads than adults. CC females
exhibited higher A. lumbricoides loads than UV females, while the opposite pattern was observed for T. trichiura
infection in males.

Conclusions: Regional infection patterns varied by sex and parasite species, perhaps due to MI-linked environmental and
lifestyle changes. These results have public health implications for the identification of individuals at risk for infection and
contribute to ongoing efforts to track changes and alleviate STH infection in indigenous populations undergoing MI.
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Background
The process of market integration (MI)—defined as
increased production for and consumption from a market-
based economy [1, 2]—affects the health of people through-
out the developing world. Populations in transition from
traditional subsistence production to more urban lifestyles
generally experience rapid economic, social, and nutritional
shifts including increased consumption of market foods,

occupational changes, agricultural intensification, and in-
creased mobility. Previous research demonstrates that these
changes in daily activities and diet shape disease exposure
and infection risk [2, 3]. Some of these changes (e.g., im-
proved sanitation and healthcare practices) may lead to de-
creased pathogen exposure [4]. Conversely, other factors
may increase parasite exposure, for example, MI appears to
favor disease transmission through increasing population
densities and facilitating the movement of unhealthy people
and contaminated items between communities [4].
Research examining the health consequences of MI has

focused predominantly on increased chronic disease rates
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[5, 6], largely ignoring how MI impacts infectious disease
burden. Further, since chronic disease primarily affects
adults, little is known about how MI affects health
throughout the lifespan. Describing how and why infec-
tion patterns vary by age can clarify the threats posed at
key developmental periods across MI levels, information
useful for mitigating the substantial negative health im-
pacts of these diseases. Infectious disease morbidity and
mortality, particularly from parasitic infection, is dispro-
portionally high among economically developing nations
in tropical regions [7]. While some such diseases, like mal-
aria, receive significant attention from western medicine
[8], the so-called neglected tropical diseases (NTDs) do
not, despite being responsible for approximately 534,000
deaths annually [9]. Furthermore, approximately 57 mil-
lion life years are lost annually to premature disability and
death caused by NTD infections, affecting over 1.4 billion
people worldwide [9]. Soil-transmitted helminths (STHs)
(parasitic worms), a common type of NTD, affect over
one billion people in 149 countries [9, 10].
Research among the Amazonian forager-horticulturalist

groups indicates that approximately 44–65% of participants
are infected with at least one STH species [3, 11]. Chronic
infection has been associated globally with several negative
health consequences, including stunted growth, diarrhea,
and nutritional deficiencies [12]. These infections can also
result in major economic costs, including decreased work
productivity and educational attainment [13–15]. Parasitic
infection results in modified immune function (e.g., altered
cytokine responses and T-cell profiles), often compromising
the efficacy of vaccinations and impairing related health
outcomes in STH endemic areas [16].
Research has consistently demonstrated that school-aged

children harbor the highest STH loads [13, 15]. For in-
stance, studies of children in Nigeria, Malaysia, rural
China, and Madagascar report prevalence rates of approxi-
mately 45–89% for two of the most common STH
infections (Ascaris lumbricoides [ascarids] and Trichuris
trichiura [whipworm]), rates that appear to decrease with
increasing age (e.g., Nigerian children exhibited T. tri-
chiura prevalence rates 14% higher than older age groups)
[17–20]. These high STH loads typically decrease over
time as children exposed to endemic infection develop par-
tial immunity [11, 14]. High infection rates in children
have also been attributed to poor childhood sanitary habits,
resulting in increased consumption of fecal-contaminated
soil and child-to-child transmission [14].
Previous research further suggests that parasite infection

risk may vary by sex in some cases [21–23], likely due to
differences in developmental physiology and gender-
related behavior. For example, females generally appear to
mount more robust immune responses than males, in-
cluding increased antibody secretion when the branch of
immunity associated with parasitic infection is triggered

[21, 22]. It has been proposed that this heightened im-
mune response allows females to more effectively combat
parasitic disease [23]. Males also appear to exhibit reduced
immune function due to the immunosuppressive effects
of the hormone testosterone [24] although this is not well
tested in humans. Further, boys and girls may differ in
their participation in activities associated with disease ex-
posure. For instance, among the Nigerian schoolchildren,
schistosomiasis exposure varies with gendered behaviors:
boys are more likely to swim in infected rivers, while girls
are more likely to be exposed through washing clothes or
eating utensils [25].
Market integration can influence various social and

lifestyle factors that, in turn, affect parasitic disease ex-
posure. For example, economic changes often intensify
reliance on cash crops, increasing disease risk through
clear-cutting and the creation of standing water sources
that serve as vector breeding sites [4]. These ecological
changes increase the parasite infection risk by elevating
the risk of human contact with parasitic disease
vectors, such as mosquitoes [4]. Conversely, MI can de-
crease infection risk with improved community sanita-
tion and healthcare access, as has been documented
among the Tup´ı-Mondˆe of Brazil [4, 26]. Neverthe-
less, studies examining age- and sex-related STH infec-
tion patterns in relation to economic development
within a single transitioning population are limited.
These data are crucial for identifying the proximate fac-
tors most strongly associated with STH infection risk
throughout the lifespan thus facilitating the design of
effective prevention programs, especially where public
health resources are limited.
The present study examines relationships among STH

infection, age, and MI by sex among the Shuar, an
indigenous population living in the lowland region of
Amazonian Ecuador. The effects of MI on STH infection
have been understudied among indigenous groups, and
the Shuar represents a particularly useful study popula-
tion given that they are currently experiencing rapid but
regionally variable MI [1, 2]. Previous research indicates
that STH infection is common among Shuar, with 65%
of participants infected with at least one species [3]. In
addition, infection is most common among subadults
(<15 years of age), suggesting that age is an important
disease determinant [3]. Furthermore, MI among the
Shuar has been linked to a variety of health outcomes,
including childhood nutritional status and adult cardio-
vascular health, suggesting that exposure to MI contrib-
uted to changes in population health [1, 2]. Analysis of
age, sex, and regional variation in STH infection will
contribute needed data for targeting interventions, both
among the Shuar and other populations experiencing
MI-related shifts in infectious disease. This study builds
upon prior work with two objectives:
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(i) Objective one: to compare STH infection across
three developmental stages (infant/childhood,
juvenile/adolescent, adulthood) by sex. Given high
exposure rates, little acquired immunity, and
relatively few physiological sex differences during
early development, we predict that STH load will be
highest among infants/children in both sexes.

(ii)Objective two: to compare STH intensity between
two regions at different levels of MI across age
groups, by sex. We predict that STH infection will
be higher in more traditional communities for both
sexes due to less stringent sanitation practices.

Methods
Study design
This study was conducted as part of the Shuar Health and
Life History Project (SHLHP). The Shuar are an indigen-
ous Amazonian population of ~40,000–110,000 individ-
uals [27], primarily inhabiting the provinces of Morona-
Santiago, Pastaza, and Zamora-Chinchipe, Ecuador (02°
22′00″S 78°08′00″W; Fig. 1). Traditionally, Shuar lived in
scattered households reliant on horticulture, fishing, hunt-
ing, and foraging [1, 27]. While MI is accelerating in the
more remote region east of the Cordillera de Cutucú
(Cross-Cutucú (CC)), market access for CC Shuar remains
limited, and daily subsistence remains largely based on
traditional practices [1]. In the more market-integrated
Upano Valley (UV) region west of the Cutucú; traditional
horticultural production is mixed with agro-pastoral pro-
duction for market sale and various sources of wage labor.

Participants and sampling
The present cross-sectional study employed a regional
comparative approach, with data collected over four field
seasons (2011–2014). Significant differences were noted in
infection rates across these years; however, these differences
were generally between UV and CC communities, as ex-
pected. Random sampling was not feasible across this large
population, dispersed over relatively inaccessible areas.
Thus, through a collaborative effort with the Federación
Interprovincial de Centros Shuar (FICSH), a sample of
communities from the UV and CC was chosen, and all
community members were invited to participate. The sam-
ple included 370 volunteers (197 females, 173 males) from
three CC communities (n = 217; 114 females, 103 males)
and two UV communities (n = 153; 83 females, 70 males)
aged 6 months–100 years. Power analyses carried out prior
to analyses indicated a sample of 251 individuals was
required to adequately assess the main effects of age and re-
gion; the present sample size was therefore deemed suffi-
cient to test the study hypotheses.
Ages were determined by birthdates on government-

issued identification cards and cross-checked by infor-
mants and existing SHLHP genealogical data, as has been

previously described elsewhere [1, 11]. To better examine
differences in parasitic infection at developmental stages,
individuals were divided into age groups, as outlined by
Bogin [28]: infants/children (0–7 years old, n = 99), juve-
niles/adolescents (males 7–20 and females 7–17 years old,
n = 125), and adults (males 21+ and females 18+ years old,
n = 146).

Field and laboratory procedures
Stool collection and analysis
Fresh stool samples were collected using the previously
described methods [3]. A single Kato-Katz smear was
prepared from each participant’s fecal sample (by either
author TEG or TJC) within an hour of sample collection
[29]; after 30–45 min, the smears were examined using
×10 and ×40 microscopy by trained observers (either
TEG or TJC), and species-specific eggs per gram (EPG)
(indicative of individual parasite load) of feces was re-
corded. Ascaris lumbricoides and Trichuris trichiura in-
fections were detected: 25–53% of participants were
infected with at least one of these helminths. The
present study therefore focuses on these two species.
While observers also looked for signs of hookworm in-
fection (another type of STH), no hookworm ova were
detected. Infection prevalence was calculated based on
the proportion of participants with A. lumbricoides and/
or T. trichiura ova in their stool. The mean natural log-
transformed EPG values (lnEPG) were calculated for
each age group, sex, and region to determine differences
in infection intensity.

Market integration
Previous analysis of differences between individuals, house-
holds, and communities living in CC and UV indicate that
average MI is greater in the UV than in the CC [1, 2]. Fur-
thermore, significant differences in factors related to hous-
ing and socioeconomic status have been documented
between these two regions [1, 2]. Specifically, a greater pro-
portion of UV Shuar reported cinder block homes with
concrete floors, bathrooms with running water, and domes-
tic animal exposure in or around the house. UV Shuar also
exhibited higher household income levels and increased
consumption of processed food items than their CC coun-
terparts [1, 2]. Conversely, more CC participants reported
lacking designated latrine use, a greater reliance on river
water, limited electricity, and living in houses constructed
with wood walls and dirt floors [1, 2]. Region (UV vs CC)
therefore provides a good proxy of general MI level.

Statistical analyses
All analyses were conducted using SPSS version 20.0.
Shapiro-Wilk tests were used to test for normality in
species-specific EPG variables. As has been documented
elsewhere, these values were not normally distributed and
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Fig. 1 Map of Ecuador highlighting the Morona-Santiago region (top). Detailed depiction of the study area (bottom), including the Upano River
Valley (bold oval) and Cross-Cutucú (dashed oval) regions. Image used with permission from Liebert et al. [21]
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were therefore naturally log-transformed to achieve normal
distributions [6]. Parametric tests of the transformed data
were conducted to test the hypotheses.

(i) Descriptive statistics
The number of participants infected with either A.
lumbricoides or T. trichiura infection rates were
calculated for each age category, by region and sex.

(ii)Examination of age and MI level differences
Similar to other studies, all analyses were done
separately by sex to account for potential differences
in disease exposure and immune function [24]. Two
2 by 4 factorial ANOVAs were performed to test
whether geographic region (indicative of MI level)
and age category had significant main effects or
displayed a significant interaction in relation to A.
lumbricoides lnEPG values in males and females.
Two additional 2 by 4 factorial ANOVAs were
conducted to test the main effects and interaction of
geographic region and age category in relation to T.
trichiura lnEPG values, by sex. When significant
interaction effects were found, post hoc simple effect
tests with a Bonferroni adjustment (a technique used
to examine the effect of one independent variable at
individual levels of another independent variable
[30]) were performed to test for differences in
lnEGP values by age category within each region
(CC and UV) and the effect of region within each
age category. Given the small sample sizes apparent
in some regional age/sex groups (e.g., UV adolescent

males contained only four individuals), age
categories were combined to maximize statistical
power. This approach resulted in three final age
categories: infants/children, juveniles/adolescents,
and adults.

Results
Descriptive statistics
Table 1 presents infection counts by sex, age, and region.
Overall, 47.0% of participants exhibited A. lumbricoides,
and 32.4% exhibited T. trichiura infection (sexes, ages,
and regions combined, n = 370). Males (ages combined)
living in CC communities (n = 103) exhibited infection
rates of 53.4% and 35.9% for A. lumbricoides and T. tri-
chiura, respectively. Males living in UV communities (n
= 70) exhibited infection rates of 42.9% and 38.6% for A.
lumbricoides and T. trichiura, respectively. Females from
CC communities (n = 114) displayed infection rates of
50.0% for A. lumbricoides and 24.6% for T. trichiura,
while females residing in UV communities (n = 83) had
infection rates of 38.6% for A. lumbricoides and 33.7%
for T. trichiura.

A. lumbricoides infection by region and age category
Geographic region had a significant main effect on A. lum-
bricoides lnEPG values in females only. CC females exhib-
ited higher A. lumbricoides lnEPG values than UV females
(mean difference = 1.63, p = 0.012). Conversely, age cat-
egory did not have a significant main effect on A. lumbri-
coides lnEPG values in either sex (Table 2). A significant

Table 1 Ascaris lumbricoides and Trichuris trichiura infection counts and participant sample size within each age category, by region
and sex

A. lumbricoides T. trichiura

Age category Total (N) Not infected (n) Infected (n) Not infected (n) Infected (n)

CC males Infant/child 28 14 14 17 11

Juvenile/adolescent 39 19 20 24 15

Adult 36 15 21 25 11

Total 103 48 55 66 37

CC females Infant/child 29 11 18 20 9

Juvenile/adolescent 35 17 18 22 13

Adult 50 29 21 44 6

Total 114 57 57 86 28

UV males Infant/child 25 14 11 13 12

Juvenile/adolescent 23 12 11 9 14

Adult 22 14 8 21 1

Total 70 40 30 43 27

UV females Infant/Child 17 11 6 10 7

Juvenile/adolescent 28 18 10 16 12

Adult 38 22 16 29 9

Total 83 51 32 55 28

The bold values represent the total number present for each category
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interaction between region and age category on A. lumbri-
coides lnEPG values was not documented for males and fe-
males (p = 0.248). However, post hoc simple effects analyses
indicated that CC female infants/children exhibited signifi-
cantly higher mean A. lumbricoides lnEPG values than their
UV counterparts (p < 0.05) (Table 3).
Additional simple effects analyses were conducted sep-

arately by sex to examine how A. lumbricoides lnEPG
level varied by age group within each region (Table 4).
These tests indicated that CC female infants/children
had significantly higher lnEPG values than CC adult
women (p = 0.035). Figure 2 presents infection trends for
A. lumbricoides by age category, sex, and region.

T. trichiura infection by region and age category
Geographic region did not exhibit a significant main effect
on T. trichiura lnEPG values in either sex. However, age
category did have a significant main effect on T. trichiura
lnEPG values in both males (p < 0.001) and females (p =
0.002). Post hoc multiple comparison analyses (using Bon-
ferroni correction) assessed the main effect of age categor-
ies by sex (regions combined; Table 2). These comparisons
indicated that male infants/children and juveniles/adoles-
cents had higher lnEPG values than adult men. Similarly,

female infants/children and juveniles/adolescents had
higher lnEPG values than adult women.
A significant interaction between region and age category

on T. trichiura lnEPG values was documented in males (p
= 0.025) but not in females (p = 0.749). Given the significant
interaction between region and age category in males, post
hoc simple effects analyses were performed to examine re-
gional differences in T. trichiura lnEPG values by age
groups (Table 3). These analyses indicated that UV male ju-
veniles/adolescents exhibited significantly higher mean T.
trichiura lnEPG values than their CC counterparts.
Additional simple effects analyses were conducted separ-

ately by sex to examine how T. trichiura lnEPG level varied
by age group within each region (Table 5). These tests indi-
cated that UV male infants/children (p = 0.004) and juve-
niles/adolescents (p < 0.001) had significantly higher lnEPG
values than UV adult men, and that CC juvenile/adolescent
females (p = 0.013) displayed significantly higher lnEPG
values than CC adult women. Figure 2 presents infection
trends for T. trichiura by age category, sex, and region.

Discussion
Significant age and regional differences in lnEPG values
were observed for both A. lumbricoides and T. trichiura

Table 2 Post hoc pairwise comparisons of the difference in average natural log transformed A. lumbricoides and T. trichiura EPG values

Raw mean values Infants/children Juveniles/adolescents

A. lumbricoides Males Infants/children 3.73 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 4.29 0.56 –

Adults 3.39 −0.34 −0.90

Females Infants/children 4.36 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 3.63 −0.73 –

Adults 3.12 −1.24 −0.51

T. trichiura Males Infants/children 2.29 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 2.65 0.36 –

Adults 0.75 −1.53** −1.89***

Females Infants/children 1.97 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 2.04 0.068 –

Adults 0.82 −1.14* −1.21**

Values represent the difference between each age category (separated by sex with regions combined), with a Bonferroni adjustment
The column listing age categories serves as the reference in each comparison
Comparisons are statistically significant at *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Table 3 Pairwise comparisons of the difference in average natural log transformed A. lumbricoides and T. trichiura EPG values

Infants/children Juveniles/adolescents Adults

A. lumbricoides Males 4.28−3.17 = 1.11 4.71−3.88 = 0.82 4.37−2.42 = 1.95

Females 5.80−2.92 = 2.88* 4.49−2.78 = 1.71 3.27−2.97 = 0.30

T. trichiura Males 2.00−2.57 = −0.57 1.91−3.39 = −1.48* 1.29−0.22 = 1.07

Females 1.65−2.29 = −0.65 2.00−2.07 = −0.07 0.52−1.12 = −0.60

Values represent the difference between CC and UV individuals (CC-UV), by age category (separated by sex) with a Bonferroni adjustment
Comparisons are statistically significant at *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
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infections. As predicted, infants/children (and juveniles/
adolescents in some cases) exhibited higher T. trichiura
loads than adults in both regions, and A. lumbricoides in-
fections were higher in CC female infants/children than
their UV counterparts. However, in juvenile/adolescent
males T. trichiura infection intensity was unexpectedly
higher among the UV than the CC participants.

Regional differences in STH infection
The high levels of A. lumbricoides infection among CC fe-
male infants/children is likely the result of increased con-
tact with contaminated soil (e.g., children playing in
unpaved community areas and homes) and the consump-
tion of unfiltered water. These factors have been linked
with increased exposure to A. lumbricoides in other popula-
tions [31, 32]. Additionally, differences in school antihel-
minthic treatment programs may account for regional
infection differences in this age group. UV schools generally
treat students several times a year, but regular in school
treatment programs are less common in CC communities.
School-aged CC children may therefore experience higher
infection rates compared to UV school children.
Unexpectedly, UV male juvenile/adolescent participants

exhibited higher T. trichiura lnEPG values than individuals
living in CC communities. While contrary to our hypoth-
esis, similar patterns have been documented elsewhere.
Studies among Ecuadorian Cofán and Brazilian schoolchil-
dren documented higher T. trichiura levels in more
market-integrated areas than traditional communities, likely
due to higher population density and poorly constructed
houses [31, 33].
It is likely that a combination of environmental and

lifestyle changes account for the high levels of T. tri-
chiura infection evident among UV male juvenile/

adolescent Shuar. For example, the increased movement
of goods, livestock, and contaminated food items due to
MI facilitates disease spread in highly populated areas
[34]. UV Shuar have more regular access to market
goods and livestock, and it is possible that young UV
men may be exposed to T. trichiura infection via in-
creased contact with domestic animals or travel to com-
mercial areas while lacking the partial immunity evident
in older men. While these potential explanations have
not been tested, higher rates of animal contact around
the house has been documented among UV Shuar
[2], which may partially account for the high rates of in-
fection observed in this age group.
The present results are generally consistent with earl-

ier findings, which documented higher infection levels in
CC than UV participants for general STH infection, co-
infection, and A. lumbricoides infection but no relation-
ship for T. trichiura [3]. The documented difference in
T. trichiura infection is likely due to the inclusion of
additional communities in the present study, specifically,
one fairly market-integrated CC community and one UV
community exhibiting a wide range of living conditions.
These novel findings emphasize heterogeneity in the ef-
fects of MI on specific aspects of lifestyle (e.g., diet, la-
trine use, and house construction) across communities.
Although regional comparisons are standard within epi-
demiological research [31, 33], this approach does not
directly examine how local variation in MI patterns
translate to the individual or household level and, in
turn, influence parasite burden. Thus, while this study
provides insight into Shuar infection risk across eco-
nomic development, further data collection is needed to
determine how particular lifestyle factors influence STH
infection patterns.

Table 4 Pairwise comparisons of the difference in average natural log transformed A. lumbricoides EPG values

Raw mean values Infants/children Juveniles/adolescents

CC, males Infants/children 4.28 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 4.70 0.42 –

Adults 4.36 0.08 −0.34

CC, females Infants/children 5.80 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 4.49 −1.31 –

Adults 3.27 −2.53* −1.22

UV, males Infants/children 3.17 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 3.90 0.71 –

Adults 2.42 −0.76 −1.46

UV, females Infants/children 2.92 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 2.78 −0.14 –

Adults 2.97 0.05 0.19

Values represent the difference for each age category by region type (separated by sex), with a Bonferroni adjustment
The column listing age categories serves as the reference in each comparison
Comparisons are statistically significant at: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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Fig. 2 A. lumbricoides (top) and T. trichiura (bottom) natural log-transformed eggs per gram (EPG) values (with 95% CI error bars) by age category,
region, and sex
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Age differences in STH infection
Previous work has documented high parasite loads among
Shuar subadults (<15 years) [3] but did not determine how
STH load varies during developmental periods. Here, we
examined age cohorts in a larger sample of subadults to
clarify these patterns. As expected, CC female infants/chil-
dren had higher rates of A. lumbricoides than CC women.
Similarly, infants/children of both sexes exhibited higher T.
trichiura loads than adults in both regions. This supports
previous findings [11, 14] and suggests that infection peaks
during infancy/childhood in populations exposed to en-
demic parasitic infection and decreases with the develop-
ment of partial immunity and improved hygiene practices
[11, 14]. High infection levels during childhood may have
especially severe consequences, including stunted growth
and impaired cognitive development, which negatively im-
pact lifelong health [12–15]. Shuar physical growth during
childhood has been shown to be slower than that of indus-
trialized populations [35, 36], with Shuar childhood body
size demonstrating a close association with MI variables
[2]. In addition, high rates of stunting (~40%) have been
documented among Shuar children [37], suggesting that
MI-induced patterns in diet and infection negatively affect
Shuar growth and health. It is therefore critical that STH
treatment programs focus on this vulnerable age group.

Regional age-related STH infection patterns by sex
No significant age or regional differences in A. lumbri-
coides infection were documented in male participants,
but were apparent in females; specifically, female infants/
children had higher parasite loads than adults in the CC
region. It is possible that CC female infants/children ex-
perience greater exposure to A. lumbricoides infection
through their activity patterns. Shuar female children are

more often observed assisting in childcare and household
duties, potentially increasing disease risk through contact
with infected children or contaminated food items. These
possibilities remain untested, but previous work indicates
that participation in gendered activities is associated with
disease exposure and that males are preferentially treated
for infection over females [25, 38, 39].
The same differences in behavior and medical treatment

could also account for the high T. trichiura infection rates
observed in CC female juveniles/adolescents (in compari-
son to adults) but not males. However, the opposite T. tri-
chiura infection pattern was documented in males. UV
male infants/children and juvenile/adolescent, but not CC
males, exhibited higher parasite loads than adult men. This
infection could be the result of MI-linked differences in be-
havior and physiology. For example, it is possible that MI-
induced lifestyle changes alter sex hormone levels, with ef-
fects on immunity. Men in industrial populations typically
exhibit significantly higher levels of the sex hormone testos-
terone than men in traditional subsistence communities
[40]. This has been attributed to cultural differences in diet,
physical activity, and a variety of other factors affecting tes-
tosterone [40]. In turn, high testosterone appears to have
several immunosuppressive effects, including reduced im-
mune cell activity [24]. MI may therefore lead to elevate
testosterone levels, reduce immune function, and increase
STH infection risk [40]. Current research among the Shuar
is testing these hypothesized associations.
It remains unclear which of the hypothesized causes are

responsible for the unpredicted higher rates of T. trichiura
infection among more market-integrated males. Research
examining disease patterns among transitioning, vulnerable
populations is especially important given the long-term
economic and health consequences associated with STH

Table 5 Pairwise comparisons of the difference in average natural log transformed T. trichiura EPG values

Raw mean values Infants/children Juveniles/adolescents

CC, males Infants/children 2.00 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 1.91 −0.09 –

Adults 1.29 −0.71 −0.62

CC, females Infants/children 1.65 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 2.00 0.35 –

Adults 0.52 −1.12 −1.48*

UV, males Infants/children 2.57 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 3.39 0.81 –

Adults 0.22 −2.35** −3.17***

UV, females Infants/children 2.29 – –

Juveniles/adolescents 2.07 −0.22 –

Adults 1.12 −1.17 −0.95

Values represent the difference for each age category by region type (separated by sex), with a Bonferroni adjustment
Comparisons are statistically significant at: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
The column listing age categories serves as the reference in each comparison
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infection (e.g., limited worker productivity and educational
attainment due to prolonged infection) [12–15]. Further
work is needed to clarify which factors are most strongly
linked with STH exposure and better control disease risk,
thereby promoting optimal physical health and economic
growth among these populations.

Limitations
The present study has several limitations. First, small sam-
ple size in some regional age/sex groups limits the
generalizability of these findings. Age groups were collapsed
to reach the sample sizes required for analyses, precluding
a more nuanced examination of infection differences be-
tween each of the five age categories. In addition, previous
work shows significant variation in MI within as well as be-
tween regions (e.g., differences in house construction, water
use, and healthcare), limiting the usefulness of regional
comparisons. Future research with larger sample sizes will
therefore investigate how particular features of MI affect
STH infection risk within participant communities. Despite
these limitations, the living conditions and high parasite
load characteristic of the Shuar provide a unique opportun-
ity to study STH infection patterns among a population
experiencing MI.

Conclusions
This preliminary study examined the association between
MI and STH infection patterns across the lifespan in an
unstudied setting, contributing unique data toward an im-
proved epidemiological understanding of factors influen-
cing parasitic disease risk. Results suggest that age and MI
influence STH infection among the Shuar. Both A. lum-
bricoides and T. trichiura load varied between age groups
by sex, perhaps due to MI-linked environmental and life-
style changes. These results have implications for the
identification of individuals at risk for parasitic infection.
An improved understanding of parasitic disease patterns
among the Shuar will not only facilitate the treatment of
infected individuals, but will enable healthcare officials to
better predict future infection likelihood based on patient
sex, age, and region of residence. Finally, these findings
may help track changes in infection risk and alleviate the
high STH burden characteristic of indigenous populations
undergoing MI.

Abbreviations
CC: Cross-Cutucú region; EPG: Eggs per gram; lnEPGs: Mean natural log-
transformed eggs per gram values; MI: Market integration; NTD: Neglected
tropical diseases; SHLHP: Shuar Health and Life History Project; STH: Soil-
transmitted helminth; UV: Upano Valley region

Acknowledgements
We thank Oswaldo Mankash, Estela Jempekat, and Marilu Utitiaj for
assistance with the data collection. We also express gratitude to the study
participants.

Funding
This work was supported by Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological
Research (grant numbers 8476, 8749); NSF Doctoral Dissertation Improvement
Grant (grant number BCS-1341165); NSF Graduate Research Fellowship (grant
number 2011109300); Ryoichi Sasakawa Young Leaders Fellowship Fund;
University of Oregon. The funders had no role in study design, data collection
and analysis, decision to publish, or preparation of the manuscript.

Availability of data and materials
Additional information and publications concerning the Shuar Health and
Life History Project are available online [http://www.bonesandbehavior.org/
shuar/]. The dataset supporting the conclusions of this article is available
upon request to tgildner@uoregon.edu.

Authors’ contributions
TEG and TJC conceived the study; TEG, TJC, MAL, SSU, FML, and LSS
collected the study data; TEG and TJC measured the parasite load in
participant fecal samples; TEG and MAL carried out the statistical analyses
and interpretation of the data. TEG drafted the manuscript; TJC, MAL, SSU,
FLM, JJS, and LSS critically revised the manuscript for intellectual content. All
authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Consent for publication
Not applicable

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Informed consent was obtained from adult participants and parental verbal
consent, and child assent were obtained for individuals under 14 (the local
age of consent). The University of Oregon Institutional Review Board
approved this study, and the Federación Interprovincial de Centros Shuar
and local leaders authorized research in participant communities.

Author details
1Department of Anthropology, University of Oregon, Eugene, Oregon 97403,
USA. 2Department of Anthropology, University of Colorado, Colorado
Springs, CO, USA. 3Department of Anthropology, Hunter College (CUNY),
New York City, NY, USA. 4Queens College (CUNY), Flushing, NY, USA.

Received: 22 June 2016 Accepted: 11 November 2016

References
1. Liebert MA, Snodgrass JJ, Madimenos FC, Cepon TJ, Blackwell AD, Sugiyama

LS. Implications of market integration for cardiovascular and metabolic
health among an indigenous Amazonian Ecuadorian population. Ann Hum
Biol. 2013;40:228–42.

2. Urlacher SS, Liebert MA, Snodgrass JJ, Blackwell AD, Cepon-Robins TJ, Gildner
TE, Madimenos FC, Amir D, Bribiescas RG, Sugiyama LS. Heterogeneous effects
of market integration on subadult body size and nutritional status among the
Shuar of Amazonian Ecuador. Ann Hum Biol. 2016(in-print):1-25.

3. Cepon-Robins TJ, Liebert MA, Gildner TE, Urlacher SS, Colehour AM, Snodgrass JJ,
et al. Soil-transmitted helminth prevalence and infection intensity among
geographically and economically distinct Shuar communities in the Ecuadorian
Amazon. J Parasitol. 2014;100(5):598–607.

4. Godoy R, Reyes-García V, Byron E, Leonard WR, Vadez V. The effect of
market economies on the well-being of indigenous peoples and on their
use of renewable natural resources. Annu Rev Anthropol. 2005;34:121–38.

5. Cassel J, Patrick R, Jenkins D. Epidemiological analysis of the health
implications of culture change: a conceptual model. Ann N Y Acad Sci.
1960;84(17):938–49.

6. Dressler W. Psychosomatic symptoms, stress, and modernization: a model.
Cult Med Psychiatry. 1985;9:257–86.

7. Aagaard-Hansen J, Chaignat CL. Neglected tropical diseases: equity and
social determinants. In: Blas E, Kurup AS, editors. Equity, social determinants
and public health programmes. Switzerland: World Health Organization;
2010. p. 135–57.

Gildner et al. Journal of Physiological Anthropology  (2016) 35:28 Page 10 of 11

http://www.bonesandbehavior.org/shuar/
http://www.bonesandbehavior.org/shuar/


8. Hotez PJ, Molyneux DH, Fenwick A, Ottesen E, Sachs SE, Sachs JD.
Incorporating a rapid-impact package for neglected tropical diseases with
programs for HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria. PLoS Med. 2006;3(5):e102.

9. World Health Organization (WHO). Investing to overcome the global impact
of neglected tropical diseases: third WHO report on neglected diseases
2015. WHO [Internet]. 2015 http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/152781/
1/9789241564861_eng.pdf.

10. De Silva NR, Brooker S, Hotez PJ, Montresor A, Engels D, Savioli L. Soil-
transmitted helminth infections: updating the global picture. Trends
Parasitol. 2003;19(12):547–51.

11. Blackwell AD, Gurven MD, Sugiyama LS, Madimenos FC, Liebert MA, Martin
MA, et al. Evidence for a peak shift in a humoral response to helminthes:
age profiles of IgE in the Shuar of Ecuador, the Tsimane of Bolivia, and the
U.S. NHANES. PLoS Negl Trop Dis. 2011;5:e1218.

12. Bethony J, Brooker S, Albonico M, Geiger SM, Loukas A, Diemert D, et al.
Soil-transmitted helminth infections: ascariasis, trichuriasis, and hookworm.
Lancet. 2006;367(9521):1521–32.

13. Dold C, Holland CV. Ascaris and ascariasis. Microbes Infect. 2011;13(7):632–7.
14. Bundy DAP. Population ecology of intestinal helminth infections in human

communities. Philos Trans R Soc Lond B Biol Sci. 1988;321(1207):405–20.
15. Kealey A. Neglected tropical diseases: infection, modeling, and control. J

Health Care Poor Underserved. 2010;21(1):53–69.
16. Borkow G, Bentwich Z. Chronic parasite infections cause immune changes

that could affect successful vaccination. Trends Parasitol. 2008;24(6):243–5.
17. Holland CV, Asaolu SO, Crompton DWT, Stoddart RC, Macdonald R, Torimiro

SEA. The epidemiology of Ascaris lumbricoides and other soil-transmitted
helminths in primary school children from Ile-Ife. Nigeria Parasitol. 1989;
99(02):275–85.

18. Kightlinger LK, Seed JR, Kightlinger MB. Ascaris lumbricoides intensity in
relation to environmental, socioeconomic, and behavioral determinants of
exposure to infection in children from southeast Madagascar. J Parasitol.
1998;84(3):480–84.

19. Shang Y, Tang LH. Intelligence level and characteristics of cognitive structure in
school-age children infected with soil-transmitted helminthes. Chin J Parasitol
Parasit Dis. 2010;28(6):423–6.

20. Zulkifli A, Anuar AK, Athiya AS, Yano A. The prevalence of malnutrition and
geo-helminth infections among primary schoolchildren in rural Kelantan.
Southeast Asian J Trop Med Public Health. 2000;31(2):339–45.

21. Ahmed SA, Penhale WJ, Talal N. Sex hormones, immune responses, and
autoimmune diseases. Mechanisms of sex hormone action. Am J Pathol.
1985;121(3):531–51.

22. Klein SL. Hormones and mating system affect sex and species differences in
immune function among vertebrates. Behav Proc. 2000;51(1):149–66.

23. Klein SL. Hormonal and immunological mechanisms mediating sex differences
in parasite infection. Parasite Immunol. 2004;26(6‐7):247–64.

24. Klein SL. Sex differences in infectious and autoimmune diseases. In: Becker
JB et al., editors. Sex differences in the brain from genes to behavior. New
York: Oxford University Press; 2008. p. 329–53.

25. Amazigo UO, Anago-Amanze CI, Okeibunor JC. Urinary schistosomiasis among
school children in Nigeria: consequences of indigenous beliefs and water
contact activities. J Biosoc Sci. 1997;29(01):9–18.

26. Santos RV, Coimbra CE. Socioeconomic transition and physical growth of
Tupi-Monde Amerindian children of the Aripuana Park, Brazilian Amazon.
Hum Biol. 1991;63(6)795–819.

27. Rubenstein S. Colonialism, the Shuar Federation, and the Ecuadorian state.
Environ Plann D. 2001;19:263–93.

28. Bogin, B. Evolution of human growth. In: Muehlenbein MP, editor. Human
Evolutionary Biology. New York: Cambridge University Press; 2010. p. 379–395.

29. Katz N, Chaves A, Pellegrino J. A simple device for quantitative stool thick-
smear technique in schistosomiasis mansoni. Rev Inst Med Trop Sao Paulo.
1972;14:397–400.

30. Stevens, J. Interaction effects in ANOVA. 1999. http://pages.uoregon.edu/
stevensj/interaction.pdf.

31. Scolari C, Torti C, Beltrame A, Matteelli A, Castelli F, Gulletta M, et al. Prevalence
and distribution of soil‐transmitted helminth (STH) infections in urban and
indigenous schoolchildren in Ortigueira, State of Paranà, Brasil: implications for
control. Trop Med Int Health. 2000;5(4):302–7.

32. Ziegelbauer K, Speich B, Mäusezahl D, Bos R, Keiser J, Utzinger J. Effect of
sanitation on soil-transmitted helminth infection: systematic review and
meta-analysis. PLoS Med. 2012;9(1):e1001162.

33. Fitton LJ. Helminthiasis and culture change among the Cofán of Ecuador. Am J
Hum Biol. 2000;12(4):465–77.

34. Petney TN. Environmental, cultural and social changes and their influence
on parasite infections. Int J Parasitol. 2001;31:919–32.

35. Urlacher SS, Blackwell AD, Liebert MA, Madimenos FC, Cepon‐Robins TJ,
Gildner TE, Snodgrass JJ, Sugiyama LS. Physical growth of the shuar: height,
weight, and BMI references for an indigenous amazonian population. Am J
Hum Biol. 2016;28(1):16–30.

36. Urlacher SS, Snodgrass JJ, Liebert MA, Cepon‐Robins TJ, Gildner TE, Sugiyama
LS. The application of knemometry to measure childhood short-term growth
among the indigenous Shuar of Ecuador. Am J Phys Anthropol. 2016;160(2):
353–7.

37. Blackwell AD, Pryor G, Pozo J, Tiwia W, Sugiyama LS. Growth and market
integration in Amazonia: a comparison of growth indicators between Shuar,
Shiwiar, and nonindigenous school children. Am J Hum Biol. 2009;21(2):
161–71.

38. El-Katsha S, Watts S. Gender, behavior, and health: schistosomiasis transmission
and control in rural Egypt (No. 5377). American University: Cairo Press; 2002.

39. Clough S. Gender and the hygiene hypothesis. Soc Sci Med. 2011;72(4):486–93.
40. Bribiescas RG. Testosterone levels among Aché hunter-gatherer men. Hum

Nature. 1996;7(2):163–88.

•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 

•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal

•  We provide round the clock customer support 

•  Convenient online submission

•  Thorough peer review

•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 

•  Maximum visibility for your research

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:

Gildner et al. Journal of Physiological Anthropology  (2016) 35:28 Page 11 of 11

http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/152781/1/9789241564861_eng.pdf
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/152781/1/9789241564861_eng.pdf
http://pages.uoregon.edu/stevensj/interaction.pdf
http://pages.uoregon.edu/stevensj/interaction.pdf

	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Methods
	Study design
	Participants and sampling

	Field and laboratory procedures
	Stool collection and analysis
	Market integration

	Statistical analyses

	Results
	Descriptive statistics
	A. lumbricoides infection by region and age category
	T. trichiura infection by region and age category


	Discussion
	Regional differences in STH infection
	Age differences in STH infection
	Regional age-related STH infection patterns by sex
	Limitations

	Conclusions
	Abbreviations
	Acknowledgements
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Authors’ contributions
	Competing interests
	Consent for publication
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Author details
	References

