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The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has served as a reminder of the
critical importance of health literacy in managing global public health (PH) crises. Health
literacy, defined as the capacity of health professionals and the public to access, understand,
evaluate, and apply health information, plays a crucial role in making informed decisions,
adhering to PH measures, and promoting overall well-being.? Considering the challenges
faced during the pandemic, this Editorial offers novel ideas to strengthen health literacy
by addressing the availability and quality of health data and enhancing the capacity of
PH experts to make informed decisions. Additionally, the role of various stakeholders in
promoting health literacy is explored and the need for a well-equipped PH workforce, access
to accurate and current data, and the authority to make informed decisions to mitigate the
impact of future pandemics are emphasized.

One of the key concerns during the COVID-19 pandemic has been the lack of available,
updated, and comprehensive data in many countries, hindering the ability of PH experts to
make immediate or long-term pandemic control decisions. In response to this challenge, a
continuous globally accessible health database, maintained by PH experts, should be
established to include updated information on population data, vulnerability measures, and
other crucial health indicators, allowing for the rapid identification of insufficiencies and
vulnerabilities. >

In addition to addressing data limitations, there is a need to strengthen PH’s expertise
ability, particularly in the context of acute-onset crises. Historically, PH experts have focused
on controlling chronic and infectious diseases, often lacking related specialists on their
staff.>3 To address this gap, training programs and resources to equip PH professionals with
the skills, experience, and authority needed to manage acute crises should be developed to
enable data-driven decisions over political pressures.

The collective efforts of governments, health care providers, educational institutions, and
communities are necessary to promote health literacy and mitigate the impact of future PH
crises. As part of these efforts, governments should invest in the development of a new
PH workforce, trained in the latest data analysis techniques, and equipped with the
necessary authority to make informed decisions. Additionally, educational institutions
should prioritize health literacy in their curricula, ensuring that both health professionals and
the public are adequately informed about relevant health topics.*

A One Health approach, recognizing the interconnection between human, animal, and
environmental health, can further enhance health literacy initiatives. Incorporating the
One Health Core Competency Domains makes the importance of interdisciplinary
collaboration and holistic thinking evident in developing and disseminating health
information.® This integrated approach can contribute to more effective prevention,
preparedness, and response efforts in the face of all PH crises.

Engaging in community-based initiatives is another valuable strategy. Community-
based programs can help address local health literacy needs and empower individuals to
make informed decisions about their health.>’ By working with community partners and
stakeholders, these initiatives can tailor their approach to the specific needs and contexts of
the populations, such as serving as trusted sources of information and support and bridging
the gap between the health care system and local communities.

Another important measure to lay the foundation for lifelong learning and informed
decision making related to health is to incorporate health literacy education into school
curriculums. This approach has the potential to empower future generations with the
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Health Literacy in Pandemic Preparedness

knowledge and skills necessary to navigate complex health
information and make informed choices about the challenges of
global public health crises.”®

Lastly, utilizing digital technology can improve access to
reliable health information and foster engagement with
health-related content. Digital platforms, like social media and
mobile applications, can be harnessed to provide tailored health
information, support behavior change, and promote health literacy,
facilitating the rapid dissemination of accurate information during
PH emergencies, countering the spread of misinformation, and
enabling informed decision making. However, the potential for
digital platforms to propagate misinformation must be recognized.
Therefore, efforts should be made to ensure that reliable and
accurate sources of health information are easily accessible and
promoted.”8

An element of immediacy in addressing these issues is
determining who will take the leadership role globally and having
the support to make major changes. The COVID-19 pandemic has
exposed significant gaps in PH practice, knowledge base, and
research, presenting new and challenging responsibilities and roles
for PH practitioners. Our health literacy, as tested in board

examinations, defines our specialty. However, it is crucial to
question whether PH practitioners are up to the task of addressing
these major gaps and adapting to the evolving landscape
of PH. Strong and effective leadership is necessary to implement
recommended measures and establish a well-equipped PH
workforce, develop a robust global health database, and ensure
the prioritization of health literacy at all levels of society.”

Health literacy is a fundamental aspect of pandemic prepared-
ness and response. Although some of these recommendations may
have been applied, the main obstacle to successful implementation
is the lack of sufficient financial support.’® By prioritizing health
literacy and implementing the strategies outlined above, we can
work towards a more resilient and informed society, better
equipped to navigate the complexities of global health challenges.
The collective multiagency efforts will be essential in fostering
a culture of health literacy that empowers individuals to make
informed decisions about their health and well-being. As we
continue to grapple with the on-going effects of the COVID-19
pandemic, investing in and prioritizing health literacy builds a
stronger foundation for future pandemic preparedness and
response efforts, with strong leadership at the helm.
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