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Health literacy: A nursing perspective

Literacia em saide: A perspetiva da enfermagem

Nursing plays a key role in maintaining and protecting global health. With a workforce
of over 28 million, nursing represents by far the largest group of health care workers
(World Health Organization [WHOJ], 2020). The value of nursing has become
inherently clear during the COVID-19 pandemic, as nurses worldwide have made
a strong contribution as health care providers, educators, researchers, and patient
advocates (Smith et al., 2020). At a time of pandemic, nurses have been required to
provide accurate health-related information to patients in an understandable way.
Despite increasing awareness of the importance of providing health-related infor-
mation across the entire health care continuum, it is perhaps surprising to discover
that limited attention has been given to the concept of health literacy in the nurs-
ing literature. In recent years, health literacy has evolved from its original focus on
elementary literacy skills, and it is now widely recognized to include the ability to
critically analyze and use health-related information, providing the capacity to engage
well with healthcare systems. From a health provider’s perspective, health literacy
can be defined as “linked to literacy and entails people’s knowledge, motivation
and competencies to access, understand, appraise, and apply health information to
make judgments and take decisions in everyday life concerning healthcare, disease
prevention and health promotion to maintain or improve quality of life during the
life course” (Serensen et al., 2012, p. 3). As such, it relates to the ability of someone
to access, understand, appraise, and then apply health-related information (Serensen
etal., 2015). When dealing with health literacy issues, it is also important for nurses
to understand that nobody is ever fully health literate. Everyone requires some help
to navigate complex health-related situations, as evidenced by the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic (Jackson et al., 2020). Therefore, adequate health literacy does
not only apply to the ability to read and comprehend health-related information.
Ultimately it relates to people’s ability to take more responsibility for their health.
In this editorial, by examining the current evidence, I aim to highlight the importance
of health literacy in nursing, making specific reference to the pandemic, stressing the
importance of health literacy in nurse education, underlining a potential link that
may exist between health literacy, resilience, and empowerment.

Limited health literacy may be a greatly underestimated predicament in the general
population worldwide. The WHO has indicated that health literacy is generally low in
developed and developing countries (WHO, 2016). Serensen et al. (2015) reported
that up to half of all European adults had some form of health literacy limitation.
Despite this, nurses are commonly known to overestimate patients’ level of health
literacy. Therefore, regardless of geographical location or culture, it can be assumed
that people may have issues understanding health-related information given to them
by nurses. When any form of health-related information is created that is difficult
to understand, potential health literacy problems will arise.

The nursing profession is ideally positioned to help and support those with limited
health literacy, including older adults, and the potential benefits of enhanced health
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literacy in people are enormous (Smith et al., 2021a). Importantly, nurses” delivery of shame-free health literacy
support has been associated with greater levels of empowerment, engagement, activation, and optimal health-relat-
ed outcomes (Loan et al., 2018). Regardless of the nursing specialty, health literacy is an essential skill to enhance
effective communication and successfully facilitate person-centered care.

Health literacy is an extremely complex concept. Patients with lower levels of health literacy have been associated
with sub-optimal health and health outcomes, such as compliance with treatment regimes, medication adherence,
and the ability for self-management (Smith et al., 2021b). Low health literacy may be linked to poorer health status
and impairment to quality of life. The WHO believed health literacy to be a better predictor of health than many
other social determinants of health including, ethnicity, education, and employment status (Kickbusch etal., 2013).
Indeed, if not one of the most persuasive forecasters of health, health literacy has become the strongest social deter-
minant of health (Ho & Smith 2020).

The global importance of health literacy has been exemplified by the COVID-19 global pandemic (Paakkari & Okan,
2020). The rapid arrival of COVID-19 required people to adapt very quickly to acquire and apply health-related
information, often with drastic modifications to lifestyle and health-related behavior. Notwithstanding the enor-
mous humanitarian and economic consequences of COVID, there have been ongoing challenges with information
accuracy and overload. The COVID-19 outbreak demonstrates the care that needs to be taken with the reliability
and dependability of health-related information. Sentell et al. (2020) believed that the global pandemic provided a
crucial test for health literacy, highlighting its importance in population health and well-being. Governments and
health-providing agencies worldwide appear to be increasingly aware that population-based enhancement of health
literacy may be equated with decreased health inequalities and improved health outcomes.

Regardless of the caring environment, the nursing staff is an important provider of patient education and health-re-
lated information. Therefore, it is somewhat surprising that although the nursing profession shoulders most of the
responsibility for delivering health-related patient education, limited global attention has been given to nursing
education of health literacy.

Over a decade ago, Scheckel et al. (2010) highlighted the importance of health literacy education, specifically ad-
vocating more innovative approaches to teaching health literacy in nursing. Enhanced education in the practice of
health literacy may expand nursing students” existing skills and knowledge. However, few educational institutions
subscribe to offering health literacy nurse education. Within many nursing curricula, the preparation of nursing
students to be equipped with an awareness of health literacy appears to have been neglected. A good starting point
and potential solution could be the inclusion of health literacy-related questions in all formats of nursing assess-
ment. Nursing students should also be encouraged to ask open-ended questions and use ‘teach-back’ methods when
providing health-related information to people. Using the ‘teach-back’ approach helps confirm that the nurse has
provided information in an understandable format because patients’ understanding can be verified when they repeat
the information in their own words. The value of the ‘teach-back’ approach is that it can empower nurses to confirm
patient understanding and correct any erroneous information.

Despite the development of several promising nursing health literacy initiatives in recent years, regrettably, these
appear to have been grossly under-utilized by the profession (Loan et al., 2018). Universal health literacy education
for all undergraduate nursing students, based upon sound evidence, can be the best way forward to improve the
situation, easing widespread literacy problems. From a post-registration nursing perspective, Parnell and Agris (2020)
have argued that the development of strategic competency-based health literacy education may enhance the health
literacy professionalism of nurses. Due to the fast-changing and dynamic nature of health literacy, these educational
initiatives are required as a matter of urgency.

Around the world, nurses should not only be aware of the potential problems associated with health illiteracy, but they
should also be able to actively try to remedy the situation. Nurses advocate a universal precautions approach to health
literacy, which assumes that all patients may have difhiculty understanding health-related information. Unlike other
socio-demographic characteristics that people may have, like age and ethnicity, which are fixed, reasonable evidence
suggests that health literacy levels can be modified and enhanced (Nutbeam, 2000). Berkman (2011) demonstrated
that health literacy interventions can improve patients’ comprehension of health-related information. To date, health
literacy interventions have mainly focused on improving health literacy skills via improved patient-healthcare pro-
fessional communication, simplifying health-related educational materials, and eHealth interventions. To enhance
the effectiveness of health literacy nursing interventions, they must undergo appropriate testing, have a strong basis
in theory, and place a strong emphasis on skill-building.

With health literacy interventions comes the need for evaluation, which requires health literacy measurement tools.
Traditionally the measurement of health literacy has been known to be tricky. In their assessment of health literacy
in older adults, Eronen et al. (2019) highlighted the many challenges that nurse researchers can face when measuring
this critical determinant of health. Historically, researchers have applied objective measures, like the REALM, when
researching older adults (Kobayashi et al., 2016). Subsequently, comprehensive subjective measurement tools have
begun to emerge. One of these, the HLS-EU, originally developed and validated in Europe, is now used worldwide.
The HLS-EU provides a scale focused on task-specific competencies, such as illness prevention and health promotion.
The WHO has strongly advocated the important role of health literacy in developing empowerment and resilience
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(Kickbusch et al., 2013).

In this sense, empowerment can be seen as a process through which people gain more control over their lives, health,
and determinants. Through empowerment, health literacy programs contribute to democratizing the health care
system and achieving a stronger commitment to health and well-being in communities and society. Resilience can
be seen as a form of adaptation, recovery, and bouncing back in the face of adversity. Health literacy may be viewed
as an asset for individuals and communities within both perspectives. As such, any investment made to strengthen
health literacy may yield a substantial return in enhanced health and well-being (Abel & Frohlich, 2021). Com-
bined with appropriate social resources, health literacy can become a valuable asset to help people become more
empowered and resilient.

Health literacy is a vital but often overlooked concept that can enhance the patient experience. This editorial aimed to
capture some topical aspects of health literacy in relation to nursing. Globally, health literacy has become one of the
most important determinants of health. It can improve health outcomes and prove crucial in developing resilience and
empowerment in the general population. COVID-19 has highlighted the importance of health literacy worldwide.
More consideration of the management, research and education of this important social determinant of health in
the nursing profession is deserved and urgently required. To ensure the effective delivery of evidence-based health
literacy practice, high-quality research is essential, and nurses are in an optimal position to conduct this research.
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