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Abstract

Background: Helicobacter pylori (H. pylori) prevalence in Canada has
been estimated to be around 20% to 30%. However, H. pylori preva-
lence is declining in industrialized countries. We conducted a retrospec-
tive study on a population of patients referred for esophagogastroduo-
denoscopy (EGD) in a Canadian quaternary hospital to see the current
prevalence of H. pylori infection and identify its main risk factors.

Methods: We performed a retrospective cross-sectional study from
the Electronic Medical Records of 500 patients who visited our en-
doscopy clinic and who had biopsies to search for H. pylori infection.
In addition to the outcome of the biopsies, we collected demographic
characteristics of patients, EGD indication and endoscopic findings.

Results: The overall prevalence of H. pylori was 13.0% (65/500)
among our population. We found no association with age, sex, to-
bacco or alcohol consumption. However, we noticed a significantly
higher prevalence of H. pylori among African (25.0%; 8/32), Asian
(30.8%; 4/13) and South American (34.9%; 15/43) born subjects
when compared to the Caucasian group (8.0%; 28/350) (all P < 0.05).

Conclusions: The prevalence of H. pylori in Canada is declining, par-
ticularly among its Caucasian population. The race seems to be the

strongest risk factor associated with this infection.
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Introduction

Helicobacter pylori (H. pylori) infection is the most common
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bacterial infection in humans and affects 50% to 80% of the
world’s population [1, 2]. H. pylori is considered a class I car-
cinogen by the World Health Organization (WHO) and leads
to gastric cancer, peptic ulcer and gastritis [3-6]. In Western
countries, its prevalence is estimated to be around 30% with
considerable variation in the reported H. pylori infection prev-
alence from one study to another [6-9]. Several tests are avail-
able to detect H. pylori in symptomatic or non-symptomatic
patients. The variability between these tests could explain the
differences in the reported prevalence from one study to an-
other [7, 10]. It has also been shown that the prevalence of H.
pyloriis on the decline in Western countries in recent years due
to the effective management of the infection by both curative
and preventive approaches, mainly the effectiveness of antibi-
otics and improvement of hygiene conditions [5, 11, 12].

In Canada, the prevalence of H. pylori is estimated to be
between 20% and 30%, with one study showing a seropreva-
lence of 23% in Ontario [13, 14]. Canadian populations with
the highest prevalence of H. pylori are immigrants, seniors (>
65 years of age), and Canadian First Nations with a prevalence
0f 37.9% in a recent study [15, 16]. However, there is very lit-
tle data on H. pylori prevalence in the province of Quebec and
there have been no recent studies.

Endoscopic biopsies with histopathological research of
H. pylori infection are often considered the gold standard for
diagnosis because of their excellent sensitivity and specificity
[4, 17, 18]. It has also been demonstrated that the sensitivity
of the histopathological diagnosis depends on the number and
location of the biopsies in the stomach and on the use of proton
pump inhibitors (PPIs) or antibiotics within for weeks of the
esophagogastroduodenoscopy (EGD) [19-21]. The recommen-
dations from Canadian and most other major medical societies
are to perform three antral biopsies (antrum and small curva-
ture) and two biopsies in the fundus at the large curvature, be-
cause the microorganism may migrate to more proximal niches
with the development of gastric mucosal atrophy and the use
of PPI [5, 6, 17]. Despite these recommendations, a recent Ca-
nadian study found that 60% of the patients had biopsies at
only one site (antrum or corpus) and 47% were on PPIs at the
time of the EGD [22].

The main objective of our study was to evaluate the histo-
pathological prevalence of H. pylori in symptomatic patients
referred for EGD. The secondary objectives were to study the
demographic characteristics associated with the infection and
to study the quality of the samples taken during endoscopy for
the purpose of H. pylori detection.
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Materials and Methods

This is a cross-sectional, retrospective study. This study was
conducted in compliance with the ethical standards of the re-
sponsible institution on human subjects as well as with the
Helsinki Declaration and was approved by our local Institution
Review Board prior to initiation. We used records of patients
who had biopsies made during EGD procedure at the Saint-
Luc Hospital of Centre Hospitalier de I’Universite de Montreal
(CHUM) with a specific request for detection of H. pylori in-
fection.

Population

Between December 1 and July 31, 2011 in our institution,
1,351 EGD exams had gastric biopsies with a request for H.
pylori detection. The files of those exams were studied from
our pathology database in a chronological order until the inclu-
sion of the first 500 files. All files with a specific request for H.
pylori occurrence on gastric biopsies taken during EGD were
eligible for the study. We excluded patients with incomplete
endoscopy report information. There were no other exclusion
criteria.

Studied criteria

The variables collected were the sex, age, race, smoking status,
alcohol consumption (more than 10 drinks per week), indica-
tion of the EGD, endoscopic findings, number and location of
biopsies, presence or absence of H. pylori in the pathology re-
port, the use of antisecretory agents (PPIs or H2 blockers) and/
or antibiotics for any reason at the time of the EGD. Depend-
ing on the race of the patient, our population was divided into
four groups: Caucasian, Asian (for Asia and the Middle East),
African and South American (for South America, Central
America and the Caribbean) groups, depending on their origin.

Quality of samples

Among the 500 patients included, 150 files were randomly se-
lected for an evaluation of the quality of the samples taken.
Two criteria were analyzed: the site of biopsies (antrum alone,
corpus alone, corpus and antrum together) and the use of an-
tisecretory agents and/or antibiotics for any reason by the pa-
tient within 4 weeks of the endoscopy.

Statistical analysis

First a descriptive analysis was performed in order to determine
the prevalence of H. pylori in this study population. Second a
univariate analysis was performed using a logistic regression
and a multivariate analysis using a binomial logistic regression
in order to identify variables associated with the presence of
H. pylori infection. Variables included in this model were sex,
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age, tobacco consumption, alcohol consumption and race. A
univariate analysis was performed for the quality of sample
analysis. A P < 0.05 was considered significant.

Results

Among the 1,351 eligible files, 538 files were analyzed, of
which, 38 files were excluded because of incomplete or absent
endoscopy reports. The remaining 500 files were retained for
further study.

Population characteristics

The study population (n = 500 patients) had an average age
of 58 + 8 years with a greater proportion of women (57%;
286/500) and Caucasians (70%; 350/500). The most often re-
ported symptoms at the time of endoscopy were epigastric pain
(44%; 218/500) and pyrosis (24%; 122/500). A total of 32%
(159/500) of the patients reported having more than one symp-
tom at the time of the endoscopy. The detailed characteristics
of the population are shown in Table 1. Smoking status and
alcohol use were not reported in all files and were available for
only 331 and 317 patients respectively.

Prevalence of H. pylori

The prevalence of H. pylori in our population was 13.0%
(65/500). The prevalence was comparable among men and
women, as well as in the age groups under and over 50 years
old. We did not notice any difference between smokers and
non-smokers or between people who drink more than 10
glasses of alcohol per week compared to those who consumed
less than 10 (Table 2). The prevalence was, however, signifi-
cantly different depending on the country of origin of the pa-
tients (Table 2). It was higher in African (25.0%; 8/32), Asian
(30.8%; 4/13) and South American (34.9%; 15/43) groups
compared to the Caucasian group (8.0%; 28/350). This dif-
ference was still significant when adjusted for smoking status,
age, sex and alcohol consumption in the multivariate analysis
(95% confident interval odds ratio (OR) 3.9 (1.1 - 14.0) P <
0.05; 6.7 (1.7 - 26.5) P < 0.05 and 3.7 (1.3 - 10.1) P < 0.05
respectively).

Location of the specimens

The biopsies were performed in two distinct locations (the an-
trum and the gastric corpus) in 23% of the patients (34/150)
and on one location (antrum or corpus) in 77% (116/150) pa-
tients. When there was only one biopsy location, antral (72%;
83/116) biopsies were performed more often than fundic biop-
sies (28%; 33/116). The prevalence of H. pylori was not sig-
nificantly higher when biopsies were performed at two differ-
ent locations than compared to one (10% vs. 12%, P = 0.83)
(Table 3).
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Table 1. Demographics and Chief Complaints of All Patients
on the Day of Their EGD for H. pylori Infection Detection (N =
500)

N %
Male sex 214 43%
Age: years mean + SD 58 +8
<50 years old 174 35%
Current smoker (tobacco)? 89 27%
Alcohol® (> 10 consumptions per week) 49 16%
Race (n =438)
Caucasian 350 70%
South American 43 9%
African 32 6%
Asian 13 3%
Unknown 62 12%
Symptoms (n = 500)
Epigastric pain 218 44%
Pyrosis/GERD 122 24%
Dysphagia 61 12%
Anemia 60 12%
Nausea/vomiting 56 11%
Hematemesis 43 9%
Loss of appetite 39 8%
Diarrhea 22 4%
Other 35 7%
Number of symptoms (n = 500)
1 symptom 341 68%
2 symptoms 132 26%
3 symptoms 23 5%
4 symptoms 4 1%

aSmoking status information is available only for 331 patients; PAlcohol
consumption information is available only for 317 patients. EGD: es-
ophagogastroduodenoscopy; SD: standard deviation; GERD: gastroe-
sophageal reflux disease; H. pylori: Helicobacter pylori.

Pharmacological factors

A total of 39.3% (59/150) of the patients had taken antisecre-
tory agents and/or antibiotics for any indication within 4 weeks
of the EGD (Table 3). These patients did not have a signifi-
cantly lower prevalence of H. pylori on their samples than un-
treated patients (12% vs. 11%, P =0.73) (Table 3).

Discussion

In this cohort of symptomatic patients referred for EGD and H.
pylori biopsies, we found an overall prevalence of H. pylori of
only 13%. This is the most recent Canadian study on the sub-
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ject and the only one in the province of Quebec to our knowl-
edge. The prevalence found is lower than those of previous
Canadian studies that showed a prevalence of between 20%
and 30% [13, 14]. Several factors can explain this difference.

First, there were no Canadian First Nations members in
this study. Canadian First Nations members are at a higher
risk of carrying H. pylori with a prevalence of almost 40% in
a recent study and up to 95% in a study conducted within a
Cree population in northern Manitoba [15, 16, 23]. Knowing
that the last Canadian census counted 1,400,685 First Nations
people in Canada, or 4% of the population, it is likely that the
lack of representation of this population in this study slightly
underestimates the actual prevalence of H. pylori in the prov-
ince Quebec.

Second, most of the prevalence studies found in the lit-
erature were done using serological tests, which are much less
specific and can have up to 30% false positive results [10,
18]. In this study, we used histopathological assessment of H.
pylori as the diagnostic criterion, which constitutes the Gold
Standard according to the experts [4, 18, 24]. This important
difference in methodology may explain the higher prevalence
of H. pylori infection in other studies.

Third, 70% of patients in this study were of Caucasian
race. Within the Caucasian patients, only 8% of symptomatic
patients had H. pylori infection on their biopsies results, ex-
plaining our overall low prevalence. We believe that these
results mark the downward trend in the prevalence of H. py-
lori infection in Western countries recently observed by other
teams [12, 25]. There have been major improvements in the
management of H. pylori infection in recent years, particu-
larly regarding the efficacy of antibiotic treatment, which now
allows an eradication rate of more than 85% [11, 26, 27].
Improvement in the lifestyle quality and in the public health
services in Western countries has also helped reducing the in-
cidence of H. pylori infection [5, 11, 15, 26]. Improvement in
household hygienic practices has decreased the transmission
of H. pylori during childhood, which is the most common pe-
riod to catch this infection [1, 13]. This study confirms that
among the Canadian population, non-Caucasian immigrants
are at an increased risk of carrying H. pylori (OR, 3.7 - 6.7)
when compared to the Caucasian population. Despite the
small sample size that limits our statistical power and increas-
es our confidence intervals, our results remain very significant
(P < 0.05) even after adjustment for other classic risk factors
(age, sex, smoking status, alcohol consumption) and we be-
lieve that these numbers adequately represent the population
of Canada. These results are consistent with earlier studies on
this subject [1, 13] and show that non-Caucasian immigrants
should be considered at a higher risk of carrying H. pylori
infection.

Finally, we observed that only 23% of the sampled bi-
opsies had been done both in the antrum and in the gastric
corpus. It is well established that biopsies at several sites
reduce the number of false negatives and are part of the Ca-
nadian guidelines, as well as of the recommendations of the
majority of the medical societies [6, 20, 28-31]. In a Cana-
dian study, El-Zimaity et al (2013) obtained similar results
showing that among a sample of 150 patients, only 40% of
the biopsies were taken from both the corpus and the antrum
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Table 2. Comparison of Patients’ H. pylori Status in Function of Their Demographic Characteristics

Positive, n Negative, n

Univariate analysis

Multivariate analysis Multivariate analysis

H. pylori (%) (%) (P value) (OR, 95% CI) (P value)
Sex 0.43

Men 31 (14%) 183 (86%) NS

Women 34 (12%) 252 (88%) NS
Age 0.27

<50 25 (14%) 149 (86%) NS

> 50 40 (12%) 206 (88%) NS
Tobacco use? 0.43

Yes 10 (11%) 79 (89%) NS

No 33 (14%) 206 (86%) NS
Alcohol use 0.85

Yes 4 (8%) 45 (92%) NS

No 38 (14%) 227 (86%) NS
Race 0.004

Caucasian 28 (8%) 322 (92%) 1 <0.01

Asian 4(31%) 9 (69%) 6.7 (1.7-26.5) 0.01

African 8 (25%) 24 (75%) 3.9(1.1-14.0) <0.01

South American 15 (35%) 28 (65%) 3.7(1.3-10.1) 0.03

aAlcohol use is defined as more than 10 drinks per week. OR: odds ratio; Cl: confidence interval; H. pylori: Helicobacter pylori; NS: non-significant.

[22]. They then concluded that this error led to at least 15%
false negatives. We could not show a significant difference in
the prevalence of H. pylori infection when the biopsies were
done at both sites. However, this is a secondary outcome of
this study and we do not have the statistical power to make
any conclusions. It is possible that the prevalence of H. py-
lori in our population was underestimated by this sampling
error. We also know that taking antisecretory agents and/
or antibiotics may alter the results of the biopsies. It is rec-
ommended that PPIs be stopped 2 weeks before testing and
antibiotics 1 month earlier [16, 18, 26]. However, clinicians
and patients are reluctant to stop PPIs for 2 weeks before
EGD, especially symptomatic cases. We observed that 39%
of our patients were taking either an antisecretory agent or an
antibiotic within 4 weeks of the EGD. A similar percentage
(47%) of patients on PPI at the time of EGD was observed in
the El-Zimaity study [22].

This study has several limitations, with the most notable
being that H. pylori prevalence was evaluated from a popula-
tion of symptomatic patients referred in a quaternary hospital
for EGD during which biopsies for H. pylori detection were
taken. This led to a potential selection bias because patients
undergoing endoscopy for upper gastrointestinal symptoms in
our institution most likely do not represent the general Cana-
dian population. H. pylori can present in both symptomatic and
asymptomatic patients. We would expect symptomatic patients
to have a higher prevalence of H. pylori than the general popu-
lation, leading to an overestimation of the overall prevalence
of H. pylori infection. Even in this selected population, there
was an overall very low prevalence (13%) of H. pylori infec-
tion. In comparison, the Canadian Adult Dyspepsia Empiric
Treatment-Prompt Endoscopy (CADET-PE) study, a prospec-
tive cohort study published in 2003, which also looked at a
population of symptomatic patients referred for endoscopy,

Table 3. Comparison of H. pylori Status in Function of Biopsies Location and PPI or Antibiotics Use at the Time of EGD

H. pylori Positive, n (%) Negative, n (%) Univariate analysis (P value)
Biopsies location® 0.83

Corpus or antrum 12 (10%) 104 (90%)

Corpus and antrum 4 (12%) 30 (88%)
PPI or antibiotics at the time of EGD? 0.73

Yes 7 (12%) 51 (88%)

No 9 (11%) 76 (89%)

20nly done for the first 150 patients. EGD: esophagogastroduodenoscopy; PPIs: proton pump inhibitors; H. pylori: Helicobacter pylori.
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showed a prevalence of biopsy-proven H. pylori infection of
30% in their cohort of 1,040 patients [14]. This lends validity
to the hypothesis that the diminution in the prevalence of H.
pylori infection observed in this study is a result of the im-
provement in the treatment and prevention of this infection and
not only the result of a selection bias. Another limitation of this
study is that we did not exclude patients who had already been
treated in the past for H. pylori infection. This information bias
could lead to an underestimation of the true prevalence of H.
pylori. However, C13 urea breath tests are used for the confir-
mation of H. pylori eradication in our institution and EGD is
not performed routinely. We believe that this could only rep-
resent a minority of patients and does not have a major impact
on our results.

Conclusions

In this population of symptomatic patients from Quebec re-
ferred for EGD and H. pylori biopsies, we observed a preva-
lence of 13% of H. pylori infection, which is lower than the
numbers observed so far in Canada. Among this population,
non-Caucasian immigrants were by far the most at risk of car-
rying H. pylori. The Caucasian population had a prevalence
of only 8% of H. pylori. We believe that these results mark
a downward trend in the prevalence of H. pylori infection in
Western countries. Finally, we observed that a majority of the
biopsies sampled were not made as per guidelines, probably
leading to under-diagnosis of this pathology. We recommend
that clinicians be vigilant and always biopsy both the gastric
antrum and corpus for any patient who has suspected symp-
toms of H. pylori infection.
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