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ABSTRACT

Objective: to reflect on health literacy, focusing on health management that
stimulates people’s quality of life and strengthens the SUS. Method: this
reflects Zarcadoolas’s concept of health literacy in health management as a
causal model. Result: a theoretical model for health literacy has emerged
with four main dimensions: fundamental, scientific, civic, and cultural. In this
context, health literacy plays a fundamental role in managing the health
system, thus strengthening citizens’ social control over public policies and the
government’s role in health promotion. Conclusion: promoting literacy is not
limited to understanding medical information but involves applying it effectively
to promote health, emphasizing an informed and comprehensive approach in
today’s society.

Descriptors: Health Literacy; Nursing; Quality of Life.

RESUMO

Objetivo: refletir sobre o conceito de Letramento em salde, com foco em ges-
tdo da salde, que estimula a qualidade de vida das pessoas e fortalecimento
do SUS. Método: trata-se de uma reflexao do conceito letramento em sadde
na gestdo da saude como modelo causal de Zarcadoolas. Resultado:
evidenciou-se um modelo tedrico para a literacia em saude com quatro di-
mensdes principais: fundamental, cientifica, civica e cultural. Nesse contexto,
o letramento em salde desempenha um papel fundamental na gestdao do
sistema de salde, fortalecendo assim o controle social dos cidaddos sobre
politicas publicas e o papel do governo na promogdo da salde. Conclusao:
promover o letramento ndo se limita a compreensado de informagdes médicas,
mas envolve a aplicacdo eficaz para promover a saude, enfatizando uma
abordagem informada e abrangente na sociedade atual.

Descritores: Letramento em Salde; Enfermagem; Qualidade de Vida.

INTRODUCTION

National and international studies have made progress in exploring the
skills contributing to accessing and understanding health care. Health
literacy is crucial for people to participate actively in public health is-
sues. This skill is advancing worldwide and is widely valued for its re-
levance in promoting well-being® and can be measured using various
tools>, It is important to note that to raise health literacy levels, it
is necessary to improve the understanding and application of health
information in a clear and accessible way.

The term “literacy” has its roots in the words “letra” - littera (Latin) -
and “cy” - meaning quality, condition, or state. From there, the word
“literacy” corresponds to the condition of being literate®.

Regarding the phenomenon of literacy, this term is an adaptation into
Portuguese of the English word “literacy”, which, according to dictio-
naries, is defined as “the condition of being literate” and the incorpo-
ration of the term into the Portuguese language in Brazil, pointed out
in 1986 with the origin of the word "“literacy” going back to the Latin
word “littera”, which means “letter”, followed by the suffix “cy”, whi-

How to cite: Guimaraes CCVV, Santos MR, Velasque LS, Alencar SMM. Promoting literacy in health: a reflection on health
management. Online Braz J Nurs. 2024;22 Suppl 2:e20246716. https://doi.org/10.17665/1676-4285.20246716


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7713-7182
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0772-8235
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4269-4755
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2992-2215
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3531-4694
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9726-5229
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9135-8379
mailto:marcia.santos@edu.unirio.br
mailto:marcia.santos@edu.unirio.br
https://doi.org/10.17665/1676-4285.20246716

Guimaraes CCVV, Santos MR, Velasque LS, Alencar SMM

https://doi.org/10.17665/1676-4285.20246716

ch denotes “quality”, “condition” or “state”®.
Therefore, literacy can be conceptualized as the
“result of the process of teaching and learning
the social practices of reading and writing” or
as “the state or condition reached by a social
group or individual after appropriating writing
and its social practices”, as indicated by Soa-
res9,

Health literacy goes beyond simply being able
to read medical information. It involves unders-
tanding complex health concepts, evaluating
information from diverse sources, and applying
this knowledge to make health decisions. It also
includes the ability to communicate effectively
with health professionals and actively participa-
te in decisions related to their health.
Improving the understanding and application
of health information in a clear and accessible
way not only raises the level of understanding
of health but also plays an essential role in pro-
moting a healthier and better-informed society.
Transparency and ease of access are crucial to
empowering individuals to make informed and
objective decisions about their health and qua-
lity of life(”.

“Health literacy represents the knowledge and
personal competencies accumulated throu-
gh daily activities, social interactions, and ge-
nerations. Personal knowledge and skills are
mediated by organizational structures and the
availability of resources, which enable people to
access, understand, evaluate and use informa-
tion and services to promote and maintain good
health and well-being for themselves and those
around them”®,

Peres, Rodrigues, and Silva® emphasize the
crucial topic of health literacy. Low literacy le-
vels are associated with poor health outcomes,
both individually and collectively. The authors
also stress that health literacy should not be
confused with health or limited to a functional
perspective. It goes beyond formal education
and the simple act of reading and writing accor-
ding to the norms of the language.

In this context, Peres, Rodrigues, and Silva®
present the models Don Nutbeam and Christi-
na Zarcadoolas developed in the early 2000s.
These models introduce an expanded view of
health literacy, marking a change from pre-
vious research, which focused on the functional
skills of reading, writing, and interpreting texts,
using standardized tests for measurement. In
the new models, health literacy is conceived as
a multidimensional phenomenon encompassing
not only functional skills but also beliefs, values,

identities, and various types of knowledge.

In Brazil, the current scenario in the field of he-
alth literacy is initial and needs more specific
guidelines for its integration into the programs
and policies of the Unified Health System (SUS).
Promoting health literacy through policies can
improve interaction between health professio-
nals and patients and stimulate continuous le-
arning. Therefore, a stronger commitment on
the part of those responsible for management
is essential to ensure the effective incorporation
of government.

To overcome some of the paradigms and epis-
temological challenges associated with concep-
tions of health, health literacy is presented as a
new direction in health promotion. This approa-
ch responds to the demands linked to quality of
life, adopting a healthy lifestyle, and preventing
disease while playing a crucial role in maintai-
ning physical, mental, and social well-being, as
proposed by the World Health Organizationt?,
Peres, Rodrigues, and Silva® highlight the im-
portance of understanding and applying health
information to promote public well-being, em-
phasizing the need for an informed and integra-
ted approach to public health.

The discussion around health literacy for pa-
tient safety in primary care has been a focus
of recent studies in Brazil. Authors such as Ca-
valcanti et al.®Y have addressed the complex
intersection between health literacy and patient
safety in this specific context. These studies
emphasize the importance of understanding
how the level of health literacy can directly in-
fluence the safety and quality of care offered
in Primary Health Care. They also highlight the
scarcity of comprehensive reviews covering he-
alth literacy, patient safety and primary care in
a broad and integrated way.

Identifying these gaps in the literature points
to the urgent need for interdisciplinary and
comprehensive studies that contribute to deve-
loping policies and interventions aimed at im-
proving health literacy in primary care in the
Brazilian context®?,

Health Literacy and Health Management
Effective management of the health system re-
quires a population with good health literacy.
This includes scheduling appointments, following
treatments, and understanding public health po-
licies. Lack of health literacy can lead to barriers
to accessing healthcare and higher costs.

The deficit in health literacy amplifies existing
barriers in managing chronic diseases, exa-
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cerbating the disparity in access to adequate
care. The inability to interpret health infor-
mation effectively can lead to inadequate sel-
f-care and treatment decisions, resulting in
a cycle of poor health and worsening chronic
conditions®®, In addition, this health literacy
gap can undermine public health interventions’
efforts since disseminating information and
promoting healthy behaviors may not effecti-
vely reach segments of the population with low
functional health literacy.

In the current global scenario, health literacy
has emerged as a crucial point in managing
health systems. Given the aforementioned im-
pacts, managers must invest in strategies that
not only improve the accessibility and com-
prehensibility of health information but also ad-
dress the social and structural disparities that
perpetuate the lack of health literacy®®.

In addition, health management faces an increa-
se in the system’s operating costs, impacting the
promotion of preventive health, which can lead to
late diagnosis, an increase in morbidity and mor-
tality rates, and a strain on the health system’s re-
sources. The issue of health literacy is a challenge
that ranges from inappropriate use of services to
reduced adherence to treatment, health system
spending, and health system efficiency. As such,
it not only represents a multifaceted difficulty for
health management but also generates impacts
ranging from disparities in access to healthcare to
potential risks for patient safety, contributing to a
higher incidence of hospitalizations®®,

The World Health Organization®® (WHQO), as
quoted by the Directorate-General for Health
(DGS) in 2019, establishes Health Literacy as
“the extent to which people can acquire, assi-
milate and understand key health information in
order to use health services appropriately and
make informed decisions about their health”. It
is essential to highlight that Health Literacy plays
a fundamental role not only in health promotion
and disease prevention but also in optimizing the
effectiveness and efficiency of health systems.
However, it is imperative to intensify invest-
ments in the education of nurses, as empha-
sized by the World Health Organization in its
guidelines for the global strategy to strengthen
the Nursing and Midwifery professions. These
investments must be in line with the pursuit of
the Sustainable Development Goals and aligned
with national health priorities and global de-
velopment plans for both professions”). More
specifically, there must be a continued focus on
undergraduate education, as well as on prepa-

ring and improving nurses to play a key role in
health promotion, with an emphasis on Health
Literacy (HL), which is a Social Determinant of
Health (SDH) with global reach®®,

Health literacy (HL) is vital at individual and
community levels. Individually, it refers to peo-
ple’s ability to access, understand, and apply heal-
th information effectively to make decisions about
their health. In a more collective context, commu-
nity LS involves the whole community in carrying
out these actions. This not only reflects the ability
of health organizations to be responsive to users’
needs, but also promotes disease prevention and
the provision of effective health care®®,

In addition, the level of community health lite-
racy can indicate health organizations’ capacity
to respond to users’ needs, which are influenced
by the Social Determinants of Health such as
education, income, work, housing, and access
to health care. This link is intrinsically linked to
the social and organizational context in which
health decisions are made and implemented®®,
Sciences such as education, linguistics, psy-
cholinguistics, psychology, and sociology, for
example, carry out their own analyses of lite-
racy. For example, sciences such as education,
linguistics, psycholinguistics, psychology, and
sociology analyze literacy. In the field of health,
we have the expressions “Health Literacy” and
“Health Literacy”®®,

Promoting health literacy is key to ensuring
people have the knowledge and skills to make
informed decisions about their health and well-
-being. Health literacy is not just about unders-
tanding complex medical information; it also
involves navigating the healthcare system, un-
derstanding the costs associated with healthca-
re, and communicating effectively with health-
care professionals.

One reflection on how to promote health litera-
cy in health management involves Access to In-
formation. This can include the creation of clear
and accessible educational materials and the
use of technologies to make information avai-
lable online®,

In this sense, promoting health literacy in heal-
th management is essential to empower people
to make informed decisions about their health.
This benefits individuals and contributes to more
effective and efficient health systems, reducing
the burden on health professionals and system
resources. Health literacy should be seen as an
investment in the general well-being of society.
As explained above, the construction of HL is
strongly linked to communication. A direct re-
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lationship can also be identified between the
perspective of HL and health education and
communication. Health education is the result
of combinations of learning experiences, with
the use of different technologies and tools, ex-
perienced by health service users to strengthen
their knowledge and attitudes in the context of
health policy, thus strongly intervening in the
creation of health literacy.

Thus, the apprehension of knowledge and its
appropriation as an essential element for each
citizen to reflect on their health and the determi-
nants and conditioning factors for their quality
of life must also consider the subjective dimen-
sion of the social being. Therefore, LS emphasi-
zes the importance of effective communication
and health education strategies in achieving a
better quality of life and positive results for the
population’s health.

In this context, health management plays a key
role in promoting effective communication in he-
alth. It focuses on the organization, coordination
and implementation of communication strategies
that seek to achieve various objectives related to
health policy. It also ratifies the perception that
it is necessary to identify the various meanings,
experiences, conceptions and discourses esta-
blished between individuals and life in society®@®,
Based on this understanding, translating the
term “health literacy” as “health literacy” broa-
dens the scope to include not only the unders-
tanding of health information but also people’s
ability to transform it into effective care actions.
This makes it possible, among other dimen-
sions, to analyze the attitudes that people can
adopt after acquiring health information®,

The advanced models of health literacy are
more complex approaches that emerged in the
2000s in Europe as a mere interpretation of
health information, therefore highlighting the
importance of keeping up to date with the evo-
lution of health education practices®?. Recog-
nizing the complexity of health literacy and its
multiple dimensions is key to developing more
effective health education approaches and im-
proving people’s ability to make informed and
meaningful decisions about their health®,

This manuscript aims to reflect on health litera-
cy, focusing on health management that stimu-
lates people’s quality of life and strengthens the
health system.

Health Literacy is of undeniable importance on
a global scale, empowering communities in situ-
ations of vulnerability, promoting an increase in
their health and quality of life, and reducing heal-
th disparities®®, especially in the health area. In

addition, it contributes to achieving the current
goals of developing human resources and know-
ledge and promoting innovation and research®,
Therefore, it is crucial to incorporate the princi-
ples of LS into the training of nurses, whether in
university education or professional development
programs, to enable them to apply evidence-ba-
sed innovation in health promotion. This appro-
ach is in line with the Strategic Guidelines for
Strengthening Nursing and Midwifery Services
(2016-2020)@ and, especially in Brazil, with the
Policy for Strengthening Permanent Health Edu-
cation Practices®® in the Unified Health System.
It is important to note that, when reviewing the
literature available on the Scientific Electronic
Library Online (SciELO) and Google Scholar, no
educational initiatives were found in the Brazilian
context aimed at developing nurses’ competen-
cies in relation to HL, including digital HL. Sin-
ce 2009, SL has been the subject of academic
studies, with its vitality and visibility constantly
growing, thanks to the intellectual impulse led by
the Brazilian Health Literacy Network (REBRALS).

METHOD

This is a reflection on the concept of Health Li-
teracy in health management, supported by the
goals of Nursing Now. The main reference used
was the causal model of Health Literacy®”, ar-
ticles, and books. Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, and
Greer®”, in an article published in 2005, con-
ceptualized health literacy as a set of skills and
competencies that people develop to search for,
understand, evaluate, and apply health-related
information and concepts. This enables them to
make informed choices, reduce health risks and
improve their quality of life. In addition, the au-
thors proposed a theoretical model for building
HL, which is based on four main dimensions:

e Fundamental HL: Involves skills related to
reading, speaking, writing and interpreting
numbers, including numeracy.

e  Scientific HL: Refers to levels of competence
related to science and technology, encom-
passing the understanding of fundamental
scientific concepts, the ability to unders-
tand technological complexity, the unders-
tanding of technology, the understanding
of scientific uncertainty, and the awareness
that rapid changes in science can occur.

e  Civic HL: This deals with the skills that enable
citizens to become aware of public issues and
participate in the decision-making process.
This includes media literacy skills, knowledge
about civic and governmental processes, as
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well as the awareness that individual health
decisions can affect public health.

e  Cultural HL: Refers to the ability to recog-
nize and use collective beliefs, customs and
worldviews, as well as social identity, to inter-
pret and act on health-related information?”,

e  This broad conceptual framework contribu-
tes to a deeper understanding of health li-
teracy and its importance in health-related
decision-making.

RESULTS

In this context, health literacy plays a funda-
mental role in managing the health system,
thus strengthening citizens’ social control over
public policies and the role of the state in pro-
moting health. This helps improve the quality of
care, promote active patient participation, and
ensure that the nursing team is well-prepared.
It highlights the relevance of the concept of he-
alth literacy and its central role in public health
practices and processes, especially at the inter-
section of information, communication and he-
alth®, In addition, it highlights the fundamental
role played in forming representations related
to health in contemporary society©®.

In this way, it highlights the importance of es-
tablishing supportive and participatory rela-
tionships and transforming management models
in the health area. These actions can potentially
add value to the human experience, promoting
the democratization of working relationships and
recognizing the importance of humanized health
professionals in promoting and caring for people.
Health literacy is the degree to which indivi-
duals can collect, process and understand the
basic information and services needed to make
decisions. Relevant topics for researchers/heal-
th professionals/public policymakers. Its inter-
disciplinary, relational, and interactive nature
suggests a holistic and collaborative approach
to promoting health literacy and improving the
well-being of the population®,

DISCUSSION

Considering the concept of health literacy as
defined by Sorensen®® and recognizing the im-
portance of communication in the process of
understanding health education actions, as hi-
ghlighted by Marques and Lemos®V, show that
health literacy, with a focus on health manage-
ment, is extremely important, as it involves pe-
ople’s ability to understand and use health-re-
lated information effectively. In this context, it
plays a fundamental role in transmitting essen-

tial information about the care to be provided to
patients. However, this process often needs to
be improved, which can compromise the proper
execution of the necessary procedures by this
target audience.

Health professionals play a crucial role as a
source of information and training for patients
and their families, as pointed out by various
sources®?, This implies that they must have the
confidence to identify and interact more effecti-
vely in different contexts related to health lite-
racy. In this sense, health literacy is intrinsically
linked to the personal and educational training
of health professionals, and it is logical that the
development of the health literacy of these pro-
fessionals in training should be monitored over
time®®3, It is necessary to reflect on the inclu-
sion of health literacy principles in these profes-
sionals’ curricula and training programs.

If health literacy applies to both individuals and
health systems, everyone must have the neces-
sary skills and competencies to locate and use
information, whether as users, health profes-
sionals or health systems®V, Improving health
literacy, regardless of the context, can contri-
bute to informed decision-making by all those
involved, more efficient navigation in the health
system, the reduction of health inequalities, the
promotion of prevention and well-being, safe-
ty and the reduction of health risks, as well as
the provision of quality healthcare and a better
quality of life®V,

The ability of nurses to communicate effectively,
educate patients, promote adherence to treat-
ment and ensure patient safety is intrinsically
linked to health literacy. It is therefore essential
to address these issues in order to promote effec-
tive health literacy in healthcare management.

CONCLUSION

Promoting health literacy is fundamental to in-
dividual and collective well-being. It empowers
people to make informed health decisions, im-
proves access to health services and contribu-
tes to a healthier and more informed popula-
tion. Health management also benefits, with
more effective systems and potentially redu-
ced costs, when the population is informed and
empowered. Therefore, investing in promoting
health literacy should be a priority for health
systems and public policies worldwide.

Finally, the importance of improving health li-
teracy is highlighted to strengthen the role of
nurses and other health professionals on the
importance of health literacy and the change
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in educational approach to promote health in a
more comprehensive and integral way. This em-
phasizes collaboration and a holistic vision as
fundamental to providing adequate healthcare.
In this way, this reflection will make it possible
to improve the quality of care, promote patients’
active participation in their health and ensure
that the nursing team is able to meet the needs
of patients with different levels of health literacy.
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