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Abstract
Applied to health, literacy enhances the capacity to make 
the decisions that are necessary for autonomous health 
management. With this position paper, we intend to defend 
the thesis that the conditions for creating a national strategy 
for health literacy in Portugal along the life course are 
strengthened by the modernization of the National Health 
Service (SNS). First, we conducted a scope review on health 
literacy, and then we collected data on the National Strategy 
for Health Literacy and the different actions around it. The 
Literacy Program in Health and Care Integration, aligned 
with the modernization program of the National Health Ser-
vice “SNS + Proximidade,” has been developed based on a 

life course approach. On the other hand, the National Strat-
egy for Health Literacy, in addition to encompassing differ-
ent dimensions of health literacy, from the individual and 
community level to the health systems, also presents strate-
gic opportunities for intervention in contexts associated 
with different determinants of health. The digital Health Lit-
eracy Library of the SNS Portal is the first tool to integrate this 
strategy, being a digital repository of resources to support 
the promotion of health literacy, accessible at all times. 
These resources include interactive digital health books and 
the “My Health Journal,” encouraging people to organize 
their health information and take control of their health 
throughout their lives. The strategy also includes plans to 
bring these resources to people in various everyday con-
texts, such as public libraries, schools, and day centers, en-
abling their activation. At the same time, the digital modern-
ization of the SNS allows health information to be made 
available in the Citizen Area of the SNS Portal, for example, 
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by facilitating each citizen’s access to their health informa-
tion in a confidential way. The entire process of implement-
ing the health literacy strategy is dynamic and aims to en-
courage all citizens to participate in its construction and 
evaluation, and consequently in its adaptation and continu-
ous improvement.

© 2019 The Author(s) Published by S. Karger AG, Basel  
on behalf of NOVA National School of Public Health
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Resumo
Aplicada à saúde, a literacia aumenta a capacidade dos 
cidadãos tomarem decisões para uma gestão autónoma 
da saúde. Com este position paper, pretende-se defender 
a tese de que se encontram reunidas as condições para 
criar, em Portugal, uma estratégia nacional para a literacia 
em saúde ao longo do percurso de vida, fortalecida pelo 
contacto com a modernização do Serviço Nacional de 
Saúde (SNS). Em primeiro lugar, foi conduzida uma re-
visão sobre literacia em saúde, e em seguida foram recol-
hidos dados sobre a Estratégia Nacional para a Literacia 
em Saúde e sobre as diferentes ações relacionadas com a 
mesma. O Programa de Literacia em Saúde e Integração 
de Cuidados, alinhado com o programa de modernização 
do Serviço Nacional de Saúde “SNS+ Proximidade,” tem 
vindo a ser desenvolvido em função de uma abordagem 
ao longo do percurso de vida. Por outro lado, a Estratégia 
Nacional para a Literacia em Saúde, para além de englo-
bar diferentes dimensões da literacia em saúde, desde o 
nível individual e comunitário até aos sistemas de saúde, 
apresenta também oportunidades estratégicas de inter-
venção em contextos associados aos diferentes determi-
nantes da saúde. A Biblioteca de Literacia em Saúde do 
Portal SNS é a primeira ferramenta que integra esta estra-
tégia, sendo um repositório digital de recursos de apoio à 
promoção da literacia em saúde, acessíveis em permanên-
cia. Estes recursos incluem livros digitais interativos sobre 
saúde e o “Diário da Minha Saúde,” incentivando as pes-
soas a organizar a sua informação sobre saúde e a assu- 
mir o controlo da sua saúde ao longo da vida. A estratégia 
inclui ainda planos para levar estes recursos às pessoas 

em vários contextos quotidianos, como bibliotecas, esco-
las e centros de dia, permitindo a sua ativação. Paralela-
mente, a modernização digital do SNS permite a dis-
ponibilização de informação sobre saúde na Área do Ci-
dadão, por exemplo, facilitando o acesso de cada cidadão 
à sua informação sobre saúde de forma confidencial. 
Todo o processo de implementação da estratégia de li
teracia em saúde é dinâmico e pretende incentivar todos 
os cidadãos a participar na sua construção e avaliação e, 
consequentemente, na sua adaptação e melhoria con-
tínua. © 2019 The Author(s). Published by S. Karger AG, Basel

on behalf of NOVA National School of Public Health

Introduction

Literacy, which can be defined as the ability to use the 
skills taught and learned, is a determinant of individual 
and collective behaviors, as well as of participation in so-
ciety. When applied to health, literacy enhances the ca-
pacity to make the necessary decisions for an autono-
mous health management [1–4]. Health literacy can also 
be extended to communities, while considering social 
and cultural contexts. Here, the concept of critical health 
literacy emerges. This concept considers the overall pic-
ture and thus enables people to make decisions about 
their individual health and the health of their community 
[5]. In the societal context we live in nowadays, acquiring 
competencies in the field of health literacy implies indi-
vidual challenges, such as managing the volume of infor-
mation available and confronting the need for a healthy 
lifestyle. Therefore, committing to actions that provide all 
people with access to important and good quality infor-
mation contributes to increasing essential skills such as 
critical thinking to face decisions that affect the health of 
each person throughout their life. If, in the life course, the 
emergence of new technologies implies growing health 
decisions, the exponential growth of forms and channels 
of communication fosters the concept of multiliteracy, 
which is the use of multiple channels of communication, 
to multiple audiences, in the dissemination of multiple 
health contents. In addition, the capacity and motivation 
of people to access and understand health information is 
diverse; therefore, this information should be available in 
different formats and through different channels [6].

When applying the methodology developed by So-
rensen [2012] in 2014, 11% of the Portuguese population 
had an “inadequate” level of health literacy, 38% had a 
“problematic” level, 41% had a “sufficient” level, and 9% 
had an “excellent” level [6]. In 2016, another study con-
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ducted in Portugal indicated that 61% of the reporting 
population had an ill-health or inadequate level of health 
literacy [7]. However, the population is increasingly edu-
cated, and its health literacy levels are very close to the 
European average [7–9].

In this opinion article, we aim to present our opinion 
on how the introduction of digital tools can contribute to 
the improvement of health literacy in the Portuguese 
population.

The Literacy Program in Health and Integrated Care 
of the XXI Constitutional Government, initially designat-
ed as the National Program of Education for Health, Lit-
eracy and Self-Care, since integrated in the moderniza-
tion program of the National Health Service entitled “SNS 
+ Proximidade,” has been developed through a life-course 
approach. To fully integrate people’s health management, 
“SNS + Proximidade” emerges as a transversal driver of 
the different National Health Programs. In this context, 
instruments for the promotion of health literacy have 
been developed, also based on the valorization of the life 
course, aiming at better communication, information, 
and activation.

The National Strategy for Health Literacy integrates 
resources used that can be divided into two main lines: 
the promotion of good, evidence-based professional 
practice and the investment in promoting people’s health 
literacy, both through smart and opportunistic use of 
technical and technological innovation. In this opinion 
article, we present three tools, which were created under 
the project.

Digital Reference Repository “Health Literacy 
Library”

The Health Literacy Library of the SNS Portal aims to 
be a digital repository of reference for the consultation of 
information and resources that represent good practices 
in promoting health literacy, available to citizens and 
health professionals. It allows citizens, patients, caregiv-
ers, and other professionals to search for and access vali-
dated information on a specific topic, autonomously or 
accompanied. The repository highlights resources related 
to the importance of an active life and health promotion, 
to the detriment of specific diseases. The Library is an 
electronic platform that results from the continuous se-
lection, aggregation, validation, and dissemination of ex-
isting resources to support the promotion of health lit-
eracy. This information can be consulted by topic or by 
stage of the life cycle – from birth through to the end of 

life. The Library has an editorial group who validate and 
guarantee the reliability of the sources of the information 
available by analyzing the technical file of each resource, 
including its scientific evidence base, periodic updating 
of its contents, and addressing improvement recommen-
dations to authors. The Library also includes guidelines 
for the production and application of resources to pro-
mote health literacy to stimulate an intelligent network of 
individuals and institutions dedicated to sharing good 
practices at a national level.

Multiliteracy through Digital Books

Many of the existing resources eligible for integration 
into the Library are of high technical quality but limited 
communicational quality. According to the health litera-
cy strategy presented, they need to be improved in terms 
of graphics and content to have an impact on their target 
audience. To invest in the communicability of some re-
sources and themes, and to promote good literacy prac-
tices, “SNS + Proximidade” included the development of 
a collection of digital books on health cross-cutting issues 
such as prevention of falls, food, healthy relationships, 
winter care, social isolation, and navigation in the NHS. 
In the production of each book, technical and editorial 
teams are involved to ensure that the information is cred-
ible and presented in an appealing way to its target audi-
ence, being accessible through channels such as the SNS 
Portal, among others.

Empowering the Receiver: My Health Journal

In addition to providing information and improving its 
communicability, it is also necessary to equip receivers 
with instruments that allow them to organize and person-
alize this information. The “Diário da Minha Saúde” (My 
Health Journal), available at the SNS Portal and its Citizen 
Area, is an instrument for citizen empowerment with a 
view to their activation. It allows people to add informa-
tion about their life path that is relevant to their health, in 
a personalized and confidential digital space. Contents 
may include excerpts from readings, multimedia content, 
narratives about personal experiences, timing and prepa-
ration of queries, among other information and content of 
interest. In this context, narrative medicine is of particular 
relevance, including its therapeutic relevance. Scientific 
evidence has shown that people who write about their 
traumatic experiences reveal significant improvements in 



Silva Costa et al.Port J Public Health4
DOI: 10.1159/000500247

various aspects of health and decrease the number of visits 
to the doctor [10]. In addition, giving people “control of 
their health information is increasingly recognized as an 
important step in improving health quality” [11].

In addition, narrative is important to understand the 
meaning of a disease from a patient’s perspective – not only 
a pathological description, but a description of living with 
pathology. As such, it promotes mutual understanding 
(health professional-patient and caregiver) and helps con-
textualize medicine and disease on a cultural, social, and 
historical level, in line with the concept of critical literacy.

Activation Processes

Nowadays, we see the transition from an approach 
through which health professionals provide information 
to change the patient’s behavior to an approach that rec-
ognizes the value of the person acquiring self-manage-
ment skills. Health professionals should help patients 
gain control over their health by recognizing and under-
standing their role and the importance of communicating 
and collaborating with them [12].

In fact, improving the quality and controlling the costs 
of health services increasingly requires the active partici-
pation of informed consumers through the effective use 
of information. The lack of patient engagement contrib-
utes significantly to preventable deaths. However, this pa-
tient engagement is not measured by the number of log-
ins, uploads, or downloads of information but by the real 
interaction and participation of people in the manage-
ment of their health [13, 14].

The last step of the health literacy strategy is, therefore, 
to promote the activation of people, which means moving 
literacy into action. Activation represents a person’s 
knowledge, technical ability, confidence, and motivation 
to self-manage their health and/or illness [11]. It is there-
fore intended that people use these or other literacy pro-
motion tools and benefit from them, increasing their con-
fidence and ability to manage their own health.

This activation may occur, for example, through en-
gaging in debates and pedagogic activities of leisure, 
change of health behaviors, or greater collaboration with 
health professionals. The strategy includes the planning 
and implementation of activation exercises, both in health 
services, such as health-care centers, as well as in public 
spaces, such as libraries. The goal is to encourage different 
audiences to reflect on and debate health-related themes, 
testing literacy tools in real-life situations, and assessing 
the extent to which their access, understanding, and uti-

lization contribute to a better individual health manage-
ment.

Through the use of metrics such as the Patient Activa-
tion Measure, it is possible to measure activation levels 
resulting from specific activities, segment populations, 
and align strategies according to their activation levels [6, 
12, 15, 16].

Evaluation and Future Steps

Developing and evaluating such platforms is challeng-
ing insofar as different types of interventions lead to dif-
ferent human behaviors. It is crucial to analyze the dura-
tion of interventions, their health outcomes, and the type 
and usability of the technology used, including whether it 
is simple and intuitive to use, is available where its users 
are, and responds to their real needs [14, 17].

The evaluation of all activities to promote activation 
within the scope of the National Strategy for Health Lit-
eracy is essential. It is urgent to promote research and 
evaluation of strategies and characteristics of interven-
tions that use new information technologies to personal-
ize information and promote behavior change. It may 
have a direct impact in several areas such as health pro-
motion, reduction of risk behaviors, control of chronic 
illness or undue access to emergency services, and bet on 
projects that lead to an increase in levels of health literacy. 
Activation can have an impact on indirect gains related 
to the reduction of costs associated with the provision of 
care or with increasing productivity.

Thinking about the process of increasing the capacity 
to access, understand, interpret, and use information 
about health on the one hand, and to change behaviors on 
the other, is a critical success factor across all measures of 
action and projects to be developed, the success of each 
action being proportional to the capacity and competen-
cies of each individual to improve the management of 
their health throughout life. It is important to realize that 
there is a distinction between the direct and indirect ef-
fects of health literacy on health behaviors, health status, 
and some disease behaviors. Conceptually, health literacy 
can be understood as a specific social determinant of 
health, as a mediator of the impact of other social deter-
minants of health, or as a moderator in such behavioral 
processes.

This is a clear space for public health intervention in 
Portugal. The National Strategy for Health Literacy in-
tends to represent this space, with concrete strategic axes 
to promote literacy and health throughout its spectrum.
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