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What can we do Without Communication?

• Culturally Tailored Communication is key for Public Health 

Preparedness 

We are not rational creatures who feel

We are emotional creatures who rationalize                Devdutt Pattanaik

• Emotions are cultural data that require cultural training to 

able to interpret it  

• Culture leads individuals to regulate their emotions

• Culture modulates the link between emotion regulation and 

well-being

https://quotefancy.com/devdutt-pattanaik-quotes




What is Health Literacy 

• Health Literacy is a cultural, cognitive and 

social skill which determines the 

motivation & ability of individuals to gain 

access to, understand and use health 

related information  

                                              
WHO.org 



Health Literacy vs. Health Education

Do not confuse Health Literacy with Health Education

✓ Health Education is a public health activity by which 

individuals and groups learn health related topics 

✓ Health Education does not address:

• Personal motivation

• Cultural background

• Social skills

• Providers’ and patient’s bias

• Learning disabilities

• Stigma, etc.



Health Education   Vs    Health Literacy



The Health Literacy Challenge 



Health Literacy

embodies the 

skills that each  

individual 

needs to 

develop and 

understand to 

maintain & 

improve their 

health



9 out of 10 
adults have 

difficulty 
using 

everyday 

health 

information

LEP individuals do not participate 
in national surveys 

    National Center for Education Statistics



Health 

Literacy

 by 

Race

and

Ethnicity

National Center for 

Education Statistics 





We need to know the Health Literacy Level 

of our target population to develop verbal 

or written communication messages





Factors that Influence Health Literacy



Factors that Determine/Influence Health Literacy

Health Literacy-the key to improved health communication is 

based primarily but not exclusively on the following topics:

1. Social determinants of Health

2. Equity and equitable communication, misinformation

3. Culture, language, acculturation, understanding, & trust

4. Cultural competence, cultural awareness, humility, etc.

5. Racial/ethnic diversity, immigration status, work 

conditions  

6. Bias and stigma



1.Social Determinants & Health Literacy

• Life is a combination of a 

genetic Lottery and a 

geographic accident 

• All social determinates of 

health play a role in 

effective communication

• Telehealth or 

telemedicine can not be 

used in geographically 

disadvantage areas 

without broadband, 

laptops or cell phones



2.Equity, Health Literacy & Communication

Health equity is: 
• the absence of systematic disparities in health 

between and within social groups that have 

different levels of underlying social advantages



3.Culture-the Challenge to Health Literacy

Health is a cultural concept, culture frames & shapes how we 

perceive the world and our experiences 

Culture defines: 

• what patients/doctors believe about the causes of disease

• how life and health are perceived

• how health care information is received 

• how rights and protections are exercised 

• what is considered to be a health problem 

• how people should interact with their neighbors 

• who should provide advice & treatment 

• what type of paths should be followed (politics, beliefs, 

science, etc.)



Health Literacy- How Culture Affects Health 
Communications

The influence of culture in health is vast:

• It affects perceptions of health, illness, and death 

• Beliefs about causes of disease (the ‘evil eye’, Voodoo)

• Approaches to health promotion 

• How illness and pain are experienced and expressed 

• Where patients seek help (family, pharmacy, traditional healer)

• The types of treatment patients prefer



Cultural Beliefs, Health Literacy & 

Communication

• Superstitions, Fake news

• Folk medicine

• Beliefs, myths

• Faith



4.Health Literacy & Cultural Competence

• Cultural competence is a set of congruent behaviors, 

attitudes,& policies that come together in a system, agency or 

among professionals and enable that system, agency or those 

professions to work effectively in cross-cultural situations



Folkloric Medicine & Health 

Communications

Coining

Cupping

Acupuncture

Massage 

Sweeping



Acculturation and Communication 



5.Health Literacy–Communications & 

Racial/Ethnic Disparities-COVID 19

• Nationally, African-American deaths from COVID-19 are 2 

times greater than expected based on their share of the 

population. In 4 states, was three or more times greater

• In 42 states plus Washington D.C., Hispanics/Latinos make up 

a greater share of confirmed cases than their share of the 

population. In 8 states, was more than 4 times greater   (2022)



6.Health Literacy  and Bias

• Bias is a preference or an inclination, especially one that 

inhibits impartial judgment 

• Is a natural tendency among all humans; however, it becomes 

a concern when it interferes with how we make fair decisions

• Is disproportionate weight in favor of or against an idea or 

persons, usually closed-minded, prejudicial, or unfair     



Health Literacy  & Discrimination

• Discrimination is differential behavior or conduct of one 

person or group toward another person/group based on 

individual prejudice or societal norms that have 

institutionalized prejudicial attitudes

• Perceived racial/ethnic discrimination, is a perception of 

unfair treatment because of one's race or ethnicity with a 

range of adverse outcomes, from cardiovascular, to high rates 

of COVID19



Health Literacy & Discrimination Types



Health Literacy and Stigma 

• Stigma is a social opportunistic disease that attaches to many 

illnesses and increases morbidity and mortality rates (HU Stigma 

Conference)

• Stigma is associated with a lack of knowledge about health: 

how COVID-19 spreads, a need to blame someone, fears about 

disease and death, and gossip that spreads rumors and myths



MESSAGING Transcreation



Messaging Transcreation-the Key to 

Improved Communications

• The transfer of ideas from one 

language or culture to another 

• Transcreation is a technique used 

in the field of health 

communication, to adapt a 

message from one language or 

culture to another

• Transcreation is the cultural 

process of adapting content from 

one language or culture to another 

while maintaining the existing 

tone, intent and style



Translation: words from one language to another

Transcreation: ideas from one language or 

culture to another 



Messaging Transcreation-Communication  

• Translation focuses on replacing the words in one language 

with corresponding words in a new language 
•  

• Messaging transcreation focuses on conveying the same 

message, idea & concept to another language and culture

• One example is transcreation of messages according to 

cultural understanding of health and life of senior citizens 
(baby boomers’ culture, or for LEP populations) 



Limited English Proficient-Communication

• Language, and culture, can create barriers to communication, 

compliance and lead to health inequities
 

• Interpreters & Translators must be trained in how to assess 

health literacy in English/Spanish (other languages when available)

• Interpreter is a person specially trained 

    to convert oral messages 

    from one language to another

• Translator is a person specially

          trained to convert written text

           from one language to another



Messaging Transcreation & Population 

Segmentation



Messaging Transcreation & Population 

Segmentation



Transcreation & Population-Segmentation

• Population/Audience segmentation is a key element for 
culturally tailored communication 

• It is the process of dividing a large audience into smaller 
groups of people - or segments - who have similar needs, 
values or characteristics

• The 4 main types are: Demographic, Psychographic, 
Behavioral and Geographic 

• For each of the 4 population segmentation types we need to 
address & incorporate: 
• Health literacy skills

• Low literacy and/or illiteracy

• Culture & behavior

• Language (LEP)



Messaging Transcreation and Population 

Segmentation - a Key Communication Step
The most commonly used segmentation types:

Demographic: Describe the outward-facing attributes of a person. For 
example, their age, gender, or marital status

Behavioral: The actions they take. This could be reading or listening, 
online habits, social media sites they visit, or what devices they use

Psychographic or attitudinal: Clues into perceptions, interests and 
mindsets. For example, why they like or dislike certain brands, their 
lifestyle choices or values (vaccinate, use of masks)

Geographics: Where your target population is located. Can be as 
expansive or narrow as you like, from state, rural, urban, to zip code



Barriers to Communication Summary

• Population changes

• Cultural values and understanding of health

• Technology gaps (telehealth)

• Inability to understand health information

• Limited English Proficiency (LEP) 

• Misunderstood faith-related beliefs

• Low literacy or illiteracy

• Developmental gaps

• Populations with disabilities  

• Difficulties navigating the health 

    care environment



Recommendations to Improve Communication

• Assess cultural values, misunderstandings, and fears 

• Assess Health literacy skills of target populations 

• Value traditional medicine & community traditions 

• Develop verbal or written communication based on health 

literacy, language, & culture of your target population 

• Population segmentation is key for improving 

communication

• Pilot test messages with your target population before 

dissemination

• Remember “One size does not fit all” 



Summary

• Health literacy is critical to positive communication outcomes  

• Culture and Language are basic concepts for communication 

• Use messaging transcreation-Not translation (obsolete)

• Plan to design 4 versions in each language/culture, based on 

health literacy skills of your target population 



Public Health Communication 

Convergence of: 



Hands on Culturally Tailored 

Communication – Messaging Transcreation

A Hurricane arriving in 48 hours

-What do you say?

-Which channels do you use?

-Who delivers the message?

-Comments

Group 1 – “Evacuation” message for baby bloomers

Group 2 – “Evacuation” message for low literates 

Group 3 – “Evacuation” message for LEP  
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