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Global health crises, such as the Coronavirus Disease
2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, serve as a constant
reminder of why we should pay attention to health
literacy—the capability to acquire, understand, and
use health information in a sound and ethical manner
(Paakkari & Okan, 2020). As the world waits for a
viable vaccine to control its spread (World Health
Organization, 2020), health authorities globally have
focused on three approaches in dealing with this
pandemic: (1) providing symptomatic treatments to
those affected in the absence of a specific cure
(disease treatment approach); (2) screening
individuals who are symptomatic and asymptomatic
(disease mitigating approach); and (3) multichannel
(i.e., mass media and social media) information,
education and communication (IEC) campaigns to
disseminate health information that would enable the

population to prevent infection (disease prevention
approach). By principle, providing the population
with health information aimed at health promotion
and disease prevention should yield the greatest
effect to flatten the curve and prevent the healthcare
system from collapsing. However, similar to the
concept of herd immunity, the positive health
outcomes of the IECs mentioned above can only be
attained when most people have the sufficient level
of health literacy to translate health information into
good health behaviors (e.g., frequent handwashing,
observing social distancing, and wearing face masks).

As of December 2020, the Philippines has 454,447
COVID-19 cases and 8,850 deaths (Department of
Health, 2020). To put it into perspective, the
Philippines is one of the top countries in Southeast
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Asia with the highest COVID-19 morbidity and
mortality (Center for Strategic & International
Studies, 2020). Considering that global health crises
are also information crises (Xie et al., in press), the
worsening COVID-19 situation in the Philippines is,
perhaps, a manifestation of decades-long problem
with poor health literacy which inhibits the
translation of health information into appropriate
health behaviors. One representation of this is the
disregard of social distancing measures in public
areas (Dela Cruz, 2020).

However, there are several warning signs that show the
poor state of health literacy among Filipinos even
before the pandemic. For instance, the findings of the
2018 Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) by the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) where
Filipino students rank among the lowest in reading,
mathematics, and science (Paris, 2019) suggest that our
youth may have difficulties in attaining good health
literacy. This is based on the notion that health literacy
requires skills derived from basic literacy to be applied
in health situations (National Network of Libraries of
Medicine, n.d.). Next, medical and industry leaders
have pointed out that while health and medical
information is available, “many Filipinos fail to comply
with what is needed and must be done about their
health” because of poor health literacy (Mateo, 2014,
para. 4).

Local research also suggests how prevalent poor
health literacy is among Filipinos. Based on the first
national health literacy survey among 2,303 Filipinos
aged 15–70 (Tolabing, 2020), the national prevalence
of limited health literacy is about 51.5% and sub-
national prevalence ranges from 48.2% to 65.4%.
Next, a survey of more than 800 middle school
students (i.e., 10–17 years old) from the northern and
southern regions of the country showed “low”
health literacy in several topics, such as nutrition,
consumer health, and substance use and illegal drugs
(Javier et al., 2019). What is noteworthy in that study
was that topics related to the prevention of COVID-
19 transmission, such as personal health and
prevention and control of diseases, were rated “very
low.” Likewise, a secondary analysis of a survey of

more than 2,000 Pasig City residents in Metro Manila
aged 50-70 showed that 93.9% had problematic or
inadequate health literacy levels (Agosto et al., 2018).
This is an important public health concern since
those that are aged 50 and above belong to the high-
risk group as they comprise the largest proportions
of COVID-19 deaths in the Philippines (Department
of Health, 2020).

Although it may be difficult for Filipino information
professionals to take part in improving health literacy
during this pandemic, it is still possible to do this
(Paakkari & Okan, 2020) and the points outlined in
the following paragraphs can be used to prepare for
future global health crises. Besides, whether COVID-
19 happened or not, Filipino information
professionals should help enhance Filipinos’ health
literacy since it is an integral aspect of the
implementing rules and regulations of the Republic
Act 11223 or the Universal Health Care Law of 2019
(Department of Health, 2020). To clarify, I refer to
information professionals as those that “are engaged in
the creation, organization, diffusion, and preservation of
information and knowledge” (Greer et al., 2007, p. 12).
They may include, but not limited to, librarians,
archivists, information and knowledge managers,
information scientists, information systems
specialists, information entrepreneurs, and records
managers (Greer et al., 2007). The following
paragraphs provide an agenda by which information
professionals can improve health literacy in the
Philippines through education and research during
and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

While access to libraries and other forms of physical
repositories of information is not possible,
information professionals can serve as information
hubs that would allow the public to obtain reliable
information on COVID-19. As agents of
information literacy (Bruce & Lampson, 2002), we
should lend our knowledge and skills to help people
obtain quality information that can improve health
literacy about COVID-19 through various channels.
For example, as an information scientist with an
extensive background in public health, I have shared
my insights on improving health literacy during the
COVID-19 pandemic through a webinar (see
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Bautista, 2020). Some of the salient points of the
webinar were identifying COVID-19 health
misinformation and directing people to reliable
sources of information that they can also share with
others. In partnership with the Philippine
Association for Communication and Media Research,
Inc. (2020), we conducted the webinar on April 21,
2020 via Zoom and livestreamed it on Facebook to
extend reach. As of November 3, 2020, the video has
been shared 79 times and reached >13,000 people.
Information professionals can also help improve
health literacy during the pandemic by translating
COVID-19 IEC materials that are being shared on
social media. For example, a private Facebook group
(FightCOVID19 Volunteers PH, 2020) works with
volunteers to translate English or Tagalog IEC
materials from the Department of Health into other
languages in the Philippines.

In the long term, information professionals should
work with colleagues from other fields to advocate
and improve health literacy education across all levels
of the educational spectrum. Although Republic Act
10533 or the Enhanced Basic Education Act of 2013
facilitated the implementation of media and
information literacy curriculum for senior high
school students (Labangon & Zabala, 2018), the
important role of health literacy during the COVID-
19 pandemic and relevant research showing poor
health literacy among Filipinos should serve as a
catalyst for the inclusion of health literacy within
information literacy-related curriculum, not only for
secondary students but also for elementary and
tertiary students. Echoing Badke’s (2008)
commentary on the role of information literacy in
tertiary education, Filipino information professionals
should also advocate making information literacy (a
course that can incorporate health literacy topics) a
mandatory course instead of an elective in colleges
and universities. For instance, the School of Library
and Information Studies at the University of the
Philippines Diliman offers courses, such as LIS 10:
Information and Society (general education course) and
LIS 50: Information Literacy (for Bachelor of Library
and Information Science students), that incorporate
information and health literacy at the undergraduate
level.

Aside from transmitting knowledge through
education, information professionals also have the
responsibility to create knowledge through research.
There are several research directions in which
Filipino information professionals can spearhead or
work in collaboration with researchers from other
fields, such as those in the health sciences (e.g., public
health, medicine, nursing, etc.). First, research is
needed to understand the relationship between health
literacy and the resulting health behaviors and
outcomes during the COVID-19 pandemic in the
Philippines. Specifically, it is interesting to examine
the role of health literacy, as well as eHealth literacy
(see Bautista, 2015; Norman & Skinner, 2006), to
Filipinos’ extent of practicing social distancing and
handwashing, including any experience of COVID-
19 symptoms. Such research direction is based on
prior work that shows the protective nature of health
literacy against poor health outcomes, such as
increased hospitalization rates and use of emergency
services (Fabbri et al., 2018; Palumbo et al., 2016).
Findings from such a study can provide a stronger
case to intensify health literacy campaigns in the
country to prepare for future pandemics or other
global health crises.

Second, research is also needed to determine various
sociotechnical determinants of health literacy among
Filipinos including factors that have the greatest
effect on it. While past studies based on nationally
representative surveys suggest that financial poverty
in Italy (Palumbo et al., 2016) and Internet access in
the US (Jiang & Beaudoin, 2016) predict health
literacy, empirical research on such factors, and other
sociotechnical factors, based on nationally
representative surveys are absent in studies in the
Philippines. To date, Philippine-based studies on
health literacy are either not based on nationally
representative samples (Agosto et al., 2018; Javier et
al., 2019) or are limited to those that link a few
sociodemographic characteristics as predictors of
health literacy (Tolabing, 2020). As an initial step to
facilitate such studies, information professionals
should call for the Philippine Statistics Authority
(2018) to make the first National Health Literacy
Survey dataset available to researchers for secondary
analysis. Such dataset would help Filipino
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information professionals to produce the much-
needed health literacy insights similar to how
researchers have utilized the US Health Information
National Trends Survey (HINTS; National Cancer
Institute, n.d.) to examine various factors related to
health literacy (see Jiang & Beaudoin, 2016;
Kobayashi & Smith, 2016).

Third, similar to studies that document the role of
information professionals during seminal events in
the Philippines, such as Typhoon Haiyan (Superio et
al., 2019) and Marawi Siege (Superio et al., 2019), I
also would like to take this opportunity to call for
research that documents the role of information
professionals in improving health literacy in the
Philippines during and after the COVID-19
pandemic. Here, I outline some of the key questions
that might be of interest: How did information
professionals act as information agents to improve
health literacy in the country? What were the
challenges faced by information professionals when
sharing information during the pandemic? How did
information professionals leverage the COVID-19
pandemic to influence health literacy policy,
education, and research in the Philippines? Perhaps,
answers to these tough questions will take years to be
uncovered but I hope that information professionals
can consider them as future research endeavors.
Insights from such studies are useful not only to
improve health literacy policy, education, and
research but also towards the advancement of
information science education and research in the
Philippines.

In summary, this paper highlights the important role
of health literacy during the COVID-19 pandemic,
including how information professionals can help
equip Filipinos with sufficient health literacy to
protect them from similar global health crises in the
future. While so much needs to be done to improve
health literacy education, I am advocating for a
greater research culture among information
professionals (and students) so that we can generate
locally made insights to influence health literacy
policy, education, and research in the Philippines.
Although information science has a crucial role to
play, we need to remember that the endeavor of

improving health literacy education and research
would need coordination with other disciplines
considering that complex health issues require
interdisciplinary solutions (Atique et al., in press;
Witteman & Stahl, 2013). Nonetheless, I hope that
Filipino information professionals will greatly
contribute to providing interdisciplinary solutions to
address health literacy issues in the Philippines during
and after the COVID-19 pandemic.
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