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ROLES OF LIBRARIANS IN PROMOTING HEALTH
INFORMATION LITERACY

"Jacob K. Opele, ‘Abdulraheem J. Wankasi, "Titilola AB Abdussalam &
'Ikeoluwa J. Fagbami
'Federal University Oye-Ekiti
*University of Ilorin Library

Abstract

This desk review examines the roles of librarians in enhancing health
information literacy among the general public. The study asserts that librarians
have a vital function in facilitating access to trustworthy health information,
instructing individuals in information-seeking skills, promoting health literacy,
and advocating for community health initiatives. Additionally, librarians curate
and provide access to a diverse array of health resources to ensure that individuals
can obtain accurate and current information. They also educate individuals on
effective methods for searching and evaluating health information. Furthermore,
the study highlights librarians’ active promotion of health literacy by raising
awareness about the significance of comprehending health information and its
impact on personal well-being. Librarians collaborate with healthcare
professionals, community organizations, and educational institutions to develop
health literacy programs and initiatives. The paper further emphasizes that
librarians serve as advocates for community health initiatives, actively
participating in local health campaigns, organizing health fairs, and conducting
outreach activities. The study concludes that librarians’ efforts play a significant
role in empowering individuals to make informed decisions about their health
and enhancing overall health outcomes within the community.
Keywords: Librarians, Health InformationLiteracy, Health literacy promotion,
community health initiatives

Introduction

Health literacy refers to the ability of individuals to access, understand, and
use health information to make informed decisions about their health(Rudd etal.,
2023), (Hwang et al., 2012). It is widely acknowledged that health literacy plays a
crucial role in improving health outcomes and reducing disparities in healthcare
access and utilization(Shojaei & Masoumi, 2020). However, studies have shown
that many individuals, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds or
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with limited education, struggle with health literacy(Kearns & Whitley,
2020).Notwithstanding, health information literacy plays a crucial role in
empowering individuals to make informed decisions about their health.
Librarians have a significant role to play in promoting health information literacy
among the population. This desk review aims to explore the roles of librarians in
promoting health information literacy in Nigeria.

According to the literature, these individuals with disadvantaged
backgrounds and limited education are often more vulnerable to low health
literacy and socioeconomic factors, educational disparities, and limited access to
healthcare resources which can contribute to lower health literacy levels in these
populations(Bayisa et al., 2021), (Schwindt et al., 2016), (Serensen et al., 2015),
(Berkman et al., 2011). Thus, providing health information in plain language and
using clear, concise, and easily understandable language is crucial. Besides,
avoiding medical jargon and complex terminology helps individuals with limited
education comprehend health information more effectively.Additionally, using
visual aids, such as diagrams, pictures, or videos, can enhance understanding of
health information literacy.Also, recognizingthe diverse backgrounds, cultural
norms, and language proficiency of individuals with disadvantaged backgrounds
and tailoring health communication to their specific needs and preferences is
important.

It is also germane that considerusing culturally appropriate materials,
translation services, or interpreters to ensure effective communication(Stahl &
Maznevski, 2021). In addition, Librarians relate health information to real-life
situations that individuals can easily understand and relate to. Also, there is a
need to emphasize practical skills that individuals can apply in their daily lives.
Hence, providingstep-by-step instructions, demonstrations, or hands-on
activities to enhance learning and retention for the citizenry regardless of their
sociopolitical affiliation is essential(Von Krogh et al., 2011). For instance, teaching
medication management skills using pill organizers or demonstrating proper
handwashing techniques can be beneficial for all kinds of people in society. In
addition, Interactive and participatory approaches, such as group discussions,
role-playing, or interactive workshops, can facilitate active learning and
engagement among people. More importantly, Librarians should endeavour to
encourage individuals to ask questions, share experiences, and actively
participate in their healthcare decision-making process. Too, recognizingthat
individuals with limited education may have challenges with numeracy skills,
which can affect their understanding of health information that involves numbers,
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measurements, or caleulations. This group of people should be provided with
adequate support by explaining numerical concepts in simpler terms, using visual
representations, or providing practical examples that highlight the relevance of
numeracy skills will help toa large extent.

Itis also enitical to collaborate with community organizations, social service
agencies, or local support groups that work with disadvantaged populations
(Thoma et al., 2018). These partnerships can help identify specific health literacy
needs, develop tailored interventions, and provide ongoing support to
individuals with limited education. Furthermore, empowering individuals with
disadvantaged backgrounds to take an active role in their healthcare. Encourage
self-advocacy, provide tools for navigating the healthcare system, and support the
development of self-efficacy in managing their health. Promote the importance of
asking questions, seeking clarification, and seeking additional support when
needed.Therefore, addressing health literacy in individuals with disadvantaged
backgrounds and limited education requires a comprehensive, patient-centred
approach (Faux et al,, 2018). Thus, by recognizing their unique needs, tailoring
communication strategies, and promoting empowerment, it is possible to
improve health literacy outcomes and reduce health disparities in these
populations.

Librarians have traditionally been known for their expertise in organizing
and providing access to information(Delam & Eidi, 2020). In recent years, there
has been a growing recognition of the important role that librarians can play in
promoting health literacy(Kim & Oh, 2021). Libraries are community hubs that
provide free access to a wide range of health information resources, including
books, journals, databases, and internet access. Librarians are trained information
professionals who can assist individuals in locating reliable and understandable
health information, navigating healthcare systems, and developing health literacy
skills. However, despite the potential of librarians to contribute to health literacy,
there is a need for further research to explore and understand their specific role in
this area. While some studies have highlighted successful health literacy
initiatives implemented by librarians(Levin-Zamir & Bertschi, 2018), there is still
limited knowledge about the overall impact of librarians’ efforts on improving
health literacy outcomes(Cho et al, 2008). Additionally, there is a lack of
standardized approaches and best practices for librarians to follow when
promoting health literacy(Kapel & Schmidt, 2021), (Omotunde & Alegbeleye,
2021).

From the background, it could be deduced thatLibrarians have the potential
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to significantly contribute to improving health literacy levels and empowering
individuals to make informed decisions about their health. Through their
expertise in information organization, outreach efforts, collaborative
partnerships, and ongoing evaluation, librarians can create a supportive
environment that fosters health literacy and helps individuals navigate the
complex world of health information.

Roles of Librarians in Promoting Health Information Literacy

Literature (Mnzava & Katabalwa, 2017); (Chimah & Ezenwuzor, 2023)have
shown that librarians often can contribute to heath information literacy in various
ways such as those presented here:

Information Provision: In all educational and information centres, Librarians
serve as gatekeepers of health information, providing access to reliable and up-to-
date resources. They also curate collections of health-related materials, including
books, journals, databases, and online resources, ensuring that users have access
toaccurate and evidence-based information

Reference and Research Assistance: Librarians assist users in locating and
retrieving health information. They provide reference services, helping users
navigate through various resources and databases to find relevant information.
Librarians also offer research assistance, guiding users in conducting effective
searches and evaluating the credibility of health information sources (NAZIR,
2015).

Health Literacy Education: Librarians play a vital role in educating users about
health literacy(Chachar et al., 2019). They conduct workshops, training sessions,
and information literacy programs to enhance users’ understanding of health
information and improve their information-seeking skills. Librarians also
collaborate with healthcare professionals to develop educational materials and
programs that promote health literacy(Chory etal., 2021).

Digital Literacy: In today’s digital age, librarians assist users in developing digital
literacy skills necessary for accessing and evaluating online health
information(Siddique et al., 2023). They teach users how to critically evaluate
websites, identify trustworthy sources, and navigate health-related online
platforms. Librarians also promote the use of health-related mobile applications
and other digital tools for accessing health information (Chadwick etal., 2022).
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Outreach and Community Engagement: Librarians actively engage with the
community to promote health information literacy. They organize health fairs,
community outreach programs, and awareness campaigns to raise awareness
about the importance of health literacy and provide access to reliable health
information. Librarians also collaborate with healthcare organizations, schools,
and community groups to deliver health literacy initiatives(Albright & Crow,
2021); (Harrisonetal., 2017).

Curating and Providing Access to Health Information: Librarians curate and
maintain collections of reliable health resources, both in print and digital formats,
to ensure individuals have access to accurate and up-to-date information about
various health topics(Asatiani et al, 2021). They acquire books, journals,
databases, and online resources that cover a wide range of health-related subjects,
catering to the diverse information needs of the citizenry(McPhail & Gurbutt,
2020).Librarians organize and provide easy access to quality health information,
empowering individuals to make informed decisions about their health.

Teaching Information-Seeking Skills: Librarians are skilled in teaching
information-seeking skills, including how to effectively search for and evaluate
health information(Baayel & Asante, 2019). They provide guidance on using
databases, online resources, and other tools to find reliable health information.
Librarians teach individuals how to critically evaluate the credibility and
relevance of health information, ensuring that they can make informed decisions
about their health (Michael et al., 2014).

Promoting Health Literacy: Librarians actively promote health literacy by raising
awareness about the importance of understanding health information and its
impact on individual well-being (Luo et al, 2022). They collaborate with
healthcare professionals, community organizations, and educational institutions
to develop health literacy programs and initiatives. Librarians conduct
workshops, seminars, and training sessions to improve health literacy skills
among individuals of all ages and backgrounds(Zionts et al., 2010); (Mnzava &
Katabalwa, 2017)

Advocati_ng for Community Health Initiatives: Librarians serve as advocates for
community health initiatives by actively participating in local health campaigns
and programs (Abramson et al., 2012). They collaborate with healthcare providers,
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public health agencies, and community organizations to promote health

education and awareness(Awe, 2020).Librarians organize health fairs, wellness
programs, and outreach activities to engage the citizenry and provide access to

health information.
The Extent of Librarians’ Involvement in Promoting Health Information

Libraries organize a wide range of health literacy programs that cater for

Literacy
the diverse needs and interests of their communities:
Health Workshops: Libraries conduct interactive workshops on various health
topics, such as nutrition, mental health, chronic disease management, healthy
ageing, and preventive care (Ubogu, 2019). These workshops may include
presentations by healthcare professionals, hands-on activities, group discussions,

and Q&A sessions. The aim is to provide individuals with practical knowledge
and skills to make informed decisions about their health (Yebowaah & Plockey,

Health Information Sessions: Libraries offer information sessions where

2017).
librarians present on how to access reliable health information resources (Alasad
et al., 2015). They demonstrate the use of databases, online health portals, and

other resources that provide evidence-based information. These sessions help
individuals develop information-seeking skills and learn how to critically

evaluate health information.
Health Fairs and Expos: Libraries may organize health fairs or expos in
collaboration with local healthcare providers, community organizations, and

public health agencies. These events feature booths or stations where participants
can receive health screenings, consultations, and information on a wide range of

health topics (Luz et al.,, 2020). Librarians play a role in coordinating the event,
curating health information resources, and providing guidance to attendees.

Book Clubs and Reading Programs: Libraries host book clubs and reading

programs focused on health-related books and literature, These programs provide
opportunities for participants to engage in discussions, share insights, and learn

from each other’s experiences (Finlay & Bates, 2019). Librarians may facilitate
book club meetings, provide discussion guides, and curate reading lists that cover
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topics such as illness narratives, health memoirs, self-help books, and wellness
literature(Adewole & Opele, 2019).

Health Literacy Classes: Libraries offer structured health literacy classes or
courses designed to enhance individuals’ health literacy skills (Levin-Zamir &
Bertschi, 2018). These classes cover topics such as understanding medical
terminology, interpreting lab results, finding reliable health information online,
and improving communication with healthcare providers. Librarians may
develop and teach these classes, incorporating interactive activities and practical
exercises.

Children and Youth Health Programs: Libraries focus on promoting health
literacy among children and youth through programs tailored to their age
groups(Opele et al., 2015). These programs may include story time sessions
featuring health-themed books, interactive workshops on nutrition and physical
activity, and health education programs delivered in collaboration with local
schools (Moody, 2022). Librarians engage children and youth in age-appropriate
activities that foster health knowledge and positive health behaviours.

Community Health Campaigns: Libraries initiate community health campaigns
to raise awareness and promote specific health issues (Jorm, 2012). These
campaigns may revolve around topics like immunizations, smoking cessation,
mental health awareness, or healthy lifestyle choices. Librarians play an active role
in planning and implementing these campaigns, coordinating community
resources, and distributing health information materials.

One-on-One Health Information Consultations: Libraries may offer one-on-one
consultations with librarians who specialize in health information (Jorm, 2012).
During these consultations, individuals can discuss their specific health
information needs or concerns, and librarians can provide personalized guidance
and support. This approach allows for a more individualized and confidential
interaction, ensuring that individuals receive tailored information and assistance
(Carpenteretal., 2007).

Health Screening Events: Libraries sometimes host health screening events in

collaboration with local healthcare providers (Lenert & McSwain, 2020). These
events offer free or low-cost screenings for conditions such as blood pressure,
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cholesterol levels, glucose levels, and body mass index (BMI). Librarians help
promote these events, provide information about the importance of screenings,
and connect individuals with appropriate resources based on their screening
results.

Mobile Health Services: In some cases, libraries partner with mobile health units
or health organizations to bring healthcare services directly to underserved
communities (Nokuthula Sibiya & Ramlucken, 2021). These mobile units may
offer services such as vaccinations, basic health check-ups, preventive screenings,
and health education. Librarians actively participate in these initiatives by
providing health information resources, organizing community outreach
activities, and facilitating access to care (Klocek etal., 2019).

Multilingual Health Resources: Libraries recognize the importance of providing
health information in multiple languages to serve diverse populations (Miranda-
Escalada et al, 2020). They curate and make available health resources in
languages that are prevalent within their communities. Librarians work to ensure
that individuals with limited English proficiency can access health information in
their preferred language, promoting equitable access to essential health
knowledge.

Partnerships with Community Organizations: Libraries form partnerships with
local community organizations, such as clinics, hospitals, nonprofit agencies, and
advocacy groups, tojointly develop and deliver health literacy programs (Riege &
Lindsay, 2006). These collaborations enable libraries to leverage the expertise and
resources of other organizations, reaching a broader audience and addressing
specific health needs within the community (Opele, 2020). Librarians serve as
liaisons between the library and partner organizations, facilitating effective
collaborationand programimplementation.

Technology Training: Libraries recognize the increasing importance of digital
health literacy. They offer technology training programs that help individuals
develop skills in using digital tools and resources for health purposes (Rafi et al.,
2022). Librarians provide instruction on topics such as navigating health websites,
utilizing health apps, accessing telehealth services, and understanding electronic
medical records. These training programs empower individuals to harness the
potential of technology for better health outcomes.

29



Roles of Librarians in Promoting Health Information Literacy
Jacob K. Opele, Abdulraheem ). Wankasi, Titilola A.B. Abdussalam & lkeoluwa ] Fagbaml

Health Literacy Outreach: Libraries actively engage in outreach efforts to
promote health literacy beyond the physical library space (Albright & Crow,
2021). Librarians participate in communily events, visit schools, senior centres,
and other community venues to provide health information, conduct workshops,
and raise awareness about available health resources. These outreach initiatives
extend the reach of libraries’ health literacy programs and ensure that information
reaches individuals who may not typically visit the library.

Librarians as Information Navigators: Librarians possess valuable skills in
information organization, retrieval, and evaluation. They can help individuals
navigate through the vast amount of health information available, ensuring that
they find accurate, reliable, and understandable resources. Librarians can guide
users in using databases, online resources, and other tools to locate relevant health
information tailored to their specific needs.

Health Literacy Programming; Libraries often organize health literacy programs
and workshops to educate their communities. These programs may include
sessions on topics such as understanding medical terminology, interpreting
health research, managing chronic conditions, and making informed healthcare
decisions (Sambo et al.,, 2017). Librarians play a critical role in designing and
delivering these programs, ensuring that they are accessible, relevant, and
engaging for diverse audiences.

Partnerships and Collaboration: Librarians actively collaborate with healthcare
professionals, community organizations, and public health agencies to promote
health literacy. They may work alongside nurses, doctors, and health educators to
provide health information and support in clinical settings or community
outreach programs (Awe, 2020) Librarians also participate in collaborative
initiatives aimed at improving health literacy, such as developing health
information literacy curricula for schools or creating resource directories for
specific health topics.

Addressing Health Disparities: Health literacy is closely linked to health
disparities, as individuals with low health literacy face greater challenges in
accessing and utilizing healthcare services effectively (Awogbami, Popoola A.,
2020). Librarians, through their commitment to equitable access to information,
can play a vital role in reducing health disparities by actively reaching out to
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underserved populations, tailoring resources to their specific needs, and
providing culturally sensitive health information.

Professional Development: Librarians continuously update their knowledge and
skills through professional development opportunities related to health literacy
(Uganneya et al, 2013). They attend conferences, workshops, and train%ng
sessions to stay informed about current health information resources, emerging
technologies, and evidence-based practices in health literacy promotion. This
commitment to professional growth enables librarians to provide up-to-date,
accurate, and relevant health information services to their communities.

The above illustrates the diverse range of health literacy programs offered
by libraries. Suggesting that Librarians have the flexibility to tailor their programs
to the unique needs and interests of their communities, ensuring that individuals
have access to accurate health information and the skills to apply that information
toimprove their health and well-being,

Perceived Barriers and Challenges faced by Librarians in their Efforts to
Promote Health Information Literacy '

Authors in different settings have raised concerns over the age long challenges
facing library operations in the developing and underdeveloped
countries(Borgman, 1999); (Oduwole Adebambo Adewale, 2012); (Sambo et al.,
2017); (Omotunde & Alegbeleye, 2021). Librarians face several barriers and
challenges in their efforts to promote health information literacy. These challenges

can vary based on the specific context and resources available, but some common
barriers include:

Limited Funding: Libraries often operate with limited budgets, which can hinder
the development and implementation of health literacy programs and initiatives
(Bilson & Markwei, 2019). Insufficient funding may restrict the acquisition of up-

to-date health resources, hinder staff training opportunities, and limit outreach
efforts to underserved communities.

Limited Staffing and Expertise: Many libraries have limited staffing, and
librarians may have competing responsibilities beyond health literacy promotion
(Singh, 2019). A lack of dedicated personnel with expertise in health literacy can
hamper the development and implementation of effective programs. Librarians
may require additional training to enhance their knowledge and skills in health
literacy and stay abreast of evolving health information.
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Access to Reliable Health Information: Accessing reliable and up-to-date health
information can be challenging for librarians (Ongbali et al., 2021). The rapidly
evolving nature of healthcare, the vast amount of health information available,
and the need to evaluate the credibility of online sources can be overwhelming.
Librarians must constantly navigate through a sea of information to provide
accurate and trustworthy resources to their patrons.

Health Disparities and Language Barriers: Libraries often serve diverse
populations with varying health literacy levels and limited English proficiency
(Chen, 2019). Addressing health disparities and language barriers requires
librarians to provide culturally appropriate resources and services. However,
limited resources in multiple languages and the need for translation and
interpretation services can pose challenges.

Digital Divide and Technological Barriers: The digital divide, where some
individuals lack access to digital technologies or have limited digital literacy skills,
can hinder librarians’ efforts to promote health literacy online (Glowacki et al.,
2021). Providing access to computers, internet connectivity, and digital literacy
training becomes essential to bridge this divide and ensure that individuals can
effectively utilize online health resources.

Evaluation and Measurement: Assessing the impact of health literacy initiatives
can be challenging for librarians. Measuring health literacy outcomes and
determining the effectiveness of programs requires appropriate evaluation tools
and methodologies. Limited resources and expertise in evaluation can hinder
librarians’ ability to demonstrate the impact of their efforts.

Collaborative Partnerships: Establishing and maintaining collaborative
partnerships with healthcare professionals, community organizations, and public
health agencies can be challenging. Developing effective partnerships requires
time, effort, and coordination. Lack of awareness of librarians’ roles in health
literacy and limited opportunities for collaboration can impede their ability to
reach a wider audience.

Despite these challenges, librarians continue to play a leading role in
promoting health information literacy. Therefore, overcoming these barriers
requires advocacy for increased funding, professional development
opportunities, and recognition of the critical role librarians play in supporting
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health literacy. Collaboration and partnerships among librarians, healthcare
professionals, and community stakeholders can help address these challenges and
create sustainable solutions to promote health literacy forall.

The Way forward ' '
Effective health information communication techniques play a vital role in
improving health information literacy(Usak et al., 2020), (Oladapo et al., 2021),

(Janetal, 2022). Literature has shown that the following techniques will help to
improvecitizens’ healthliteracy

Use of Plain Language: Plain language involves using clear, concise, and jargon-
free language that is easily understood by the (Jam et al., 2018) target audience.
Health information materials, including brochures, pamphlets, and patient
education materials, should be written in plain language to ensure
accessibility(Ongbali et al, 2021). This involves avoiding complex medical

terminology and using everyday language that resonates with the intended
audience.

Visual Aids: Visual aids, such as infographics, diagrams, and illustrations, can
enhance understanding and retention of health information(Chenane, 2012).
Visuals help to simplify complex concepts and provide a visual representation of
key information. They can be particularly useful for individuals with low health
literacy or limited language proficiency(Locoro etal., 2017).

Storytelling and Personal Narratives: Storytelling is a powerful communication
technique that can engage and connect with individuals on an emotional
level(Wang et al., 2019). Sharing real-life stories and personal narratives can make
health information relatable and memorable. It helps individuals understand the
impact of health conditions, treatment options, and lifestyle changes in a
meaningful way(Opele& Okunoye, 2019).

Interactive and Multimodal Approaches: Interactive and multimodal
approaches actively engage individuals in the learning process. This can include
interactive workshops, group discussions, role-playing exercises, and hands-on
activities(Stoffberg & Blignaut, 2013). Employing multiple modes of
communication, such as combining written materials with audiovisual

components or incorporating interactive digital tools, can enhance
comprehension and facilitate active learning.
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Use of Analogies and Metaphors: Analogies and metaphors can be used to
explain complex health concepts in a relatable and understandable manner(Daim
ctal, 2006). Drawing parallels to familiar situations or objects can help individuals
grasp abstract or technical information, Analogies and metaphors can make health
information more accessible and facilitate comprehension.

Tailoring of Health Information: Tailoring health information to the specific
neads, preferences, and characteristics of the target audience can enhance
relevance and engagement(Cline, 2001). This can involve considering cultural
factors, language proficiency, educational background, and health literacy levels
when designing materials or delivering health messages. Personalizing health
information increases its perceived importance and facilitates better
understanding.

Use of Multiple Communication Channels: Employing a variety of
communication channels increases the reach and accessibility of health
information(Moreno et al., 2020). This includes utilizing traditional channels like
printed materials but also leveraging digital platforms, social media, videos,
podcasts, and mobile applications. By utilizing diverse channels, health
information canreach individuals through their preferred medium, increasing the
likelihood of engagement and comprehension.

Active Listening and Empathetic Communication: Effective health
communication involves active listening and empathetic communication skills on
the part of healthcare providers(Faronbi et al., 2017). Active listening involves
paying attention, clarifying information, and responding to patients’ concerns
and questions. Empathetic communication helps build trust, establish rapport,
and address the emotional aspects of health, which can enhance patient
understanding and engagement.

Conclusion

This paper argued that health information literacy is a critical determinant
of health outcomes and healthcare quality. This kind of literacy is influenced by
individual skills, healthcare systems, and social determinants of health. Hence,
addressing health information literacy requires a multi-dimensional approach,
including interventions at the individual, system, and community levels. The
paper concluded that further research is needed to explore innovative strategies,
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evaluate interventions, and promote health information literacy programmes in
diverse populations. It was recommended that by improving health information
literacy, individuals can be empowered to make informed decisions, navigate the
healthcare system effectively, and achieve better health outcomes.
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