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ABSTRACT

Background and Objectives: Agingis a natural process that involves morphological,
psychological, functional, and social changes. The gradual decrease in functional
capacity during aging can lead to functional dependence and chronic diseases.
Functional health literacy is a health education technique that promotes the
individual's ability to access, read, understand, interpret, evaluate, and apply
health-related information. Functional health literacy enables elderly individuals
to be more active and informed about their own health, promoting self-care. to
summarise research on the level of functional health literacy among the elderly
and their ability to comprehend and follow self-care instructions.

Materials and Methods: A narrative review. The databases used to conduct the
scoping review were PubMed and Scopus, using the combination of the Boolean
operator "AND" and descriptors: Functional health literacy; Self-care in older
adults; Functional health literacy in older adults.

Results: Research indicates that adequate adherence to disease treatment is
fundamental to the effectiveness of healthcare. When older adults struggle to
comprehend self-care instructions, they may face challenges in correctly adhering
to medication regimens, attending follow-up appointments, or adopting healthy
lifestyle practices. A low level of functional health literacy can hinder the
comprehension and utilization of health-related information, such as scheduling
appointments, interpreting medical exams and forms, and preventing diseases.
Conclusion: The ability of older adults to comprehend and follow self-care
instructions is directly impacted by their functional health literacy level, which in
turn affects their overall quality of life.
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Introduction

Aging is a natural process that all people go
through throughout their lives. The growing
number of older people has led to an
inversion of the age pyramid, with recent
estimates suggesting that the number of
older people will rise from 19.6 million in
2010 to 66.6 million in 2050 (1). As we age,
our bodies undergo changes that affect our
health, appearance, activities of daily living,
instrumental activities of daily living and
social practices. As a result of these
morphological, psychological, social and
functional changes, the aging process
gradually reduces functional capacity, leading
to functional dependency and some chronic
diseases (2).

Longevity is seen as an important scientific
achievement, but this achievement will be
enhanced if the aging process is of a quality in
which the older person is able to manage his
or her own life and health autonomously.
Understanding the aging process is essential
to use/create approaches in health education
and contribute positively and healthily to
active aging (3). One health education
technique used in health promotion is
functional health literacy, which refers to an
individual's  ability to access, read,
understand/interpret, evaluate and apply
health-related information effectively. Using
this technique, the person becomes the
protagonist of health information in all
contexts of social interaction and
develops/improves self-care practices (4).

Self-care practices is a set of actions that
each person must take to care for themselves
and improve their quality of life (5). To
promote self-care, it is necessary to have
functional health literacy skills in the physical,

emotional, and aesthetic dimens ions. The
manner of self-care must be consistent with
each person’s desires, interests, pleasures,
and goals (6).

Functional health literacy plays a
fundamental role in the aging process,
supporting decision making, autonomy in
health management, disease prevention,
effective  communication with  health
professionals, reducing health inequalities, in
other words, functional health literacy helps
and empowers older people to be more
active and informed in their own lives.
Promoting health self-care in this way (4).
Developing health practices that include self-
care is extremely important for longevity.
Because self-care means taking care of
yourself, it is a practice that can help prevent
illness and maintain a healthy balance. By
taking care of themselves, older people are
better able to cope with the challenges of
aging (7).

Functional health literacy is an emerging
area of research (8). Research on functional
health literacy and self-care in older people is
needed to develop effective intervention
strategies that can improve the quality of life
of this population. Therefore, we aimed to
summarise studies on the level of functional
health literacy in older adults and their ability
to understand and follow instructions related
to self-care.

Materials and Methods

Given the current scenario, we highlight the
following problem: how does the level of
functional health literacy of older people
affect their ability to understand and follow
instructions related to self-care? The scoping
review technique is a detailed analysis of a
given topic, its main approach being mapping
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key concepts discussed in the literature. Itis a
good way to investigate/explore emerging
issues (9).

Previous studies have suggested that using
PubMed and Scopus to retrieve articles on
functional health literacy is an assertive
strategy to access the largest number of
articles  indexed and internationally
recognized by journals in the field (5, 6, 8).
Therefore, the following databases were used
to carry out the scoping review National
Library of Medicine (PubMed) and Scopus,
using the combination of the Boolean
operator "AND" and descriptors (Portuguese
and English): Functional health literacy
(Letramento funcional em saude); Self-care in
older people (Autocuidado em idosos);
Functional health literacy for the elderly
(Letramento funcional em saude para
idosos). We searched between May and June
2023.

In the eligibility of studies, we selected:
Primary studies; no defined period; languages
(Portuguese; English); target population
(elderly). Exclusion criteria were: secondary
studies; studies with a different population;
studies in languages other than Portuguese,
English and Spanish; duplicate studies;
studies with restricted access. We used the
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses checklist as a
search strategy. This is a method for
conducting reviews that provides a structure
to facilitate and organize the search for and
selection of relevant studies in a particular
area of research. Duplicates were removed
using EndNote's duplicate identification
strategy and then manually removed (10).

Results

Using the descriptors, 437 articles were found
in the PubMed (407) and Scopus (30)
databases. According to the search filters, 4
articles were removed because of duplicates.
From these, 433 articles were selected for
title reading, of which 219 were excluded
because they were unrelated to the
descriptors. Of these, 214 articles were
selected for abstract reading, but 163 were
excluded because they did not fit the target
audience. Fifty-one articles were selected for
full-text reading and 46 were excluded
because they had restricted access, were
secondary studies, or were not compatible
with the general aim of this research (Figure
1).

Figure 1. Flowchart of the review article selection
process

PubMed (407), Scopus (30)
Total (n = 437)

U

Duplicates (4), out of scope (382)
Excluded (n = 386)

v

Excluded after complete reading
Total (n = 46)

U

Included
Total (n =5)

Table 1 shows the studies' synthesis. The
selected studies used functional literacy tests
with older people and found that the majority
of participants had low levels of functional
health literacy, which was associated with
level of education, age, social status and
gender (11-15).



A study conducted in Iran in 2015 on 360
older women (aged 60-82) found that older
women with self-care behaviours that were
considered poor had lower scores on the
functional health literacy test, compared with
participants with high self-care behaviours,
who had higher scores on the functional
health literacy test (12).

Research has shown that when older
people have low levels of functional health
literacy, they have difficulty understanding
simple and complex information about their
health, prescribed medications and
treatment instructions. These authors
showed that older people with diabetes who
had low levels of functional health literacy
were less engaged in self-management/self-
care behaviours and had poorer health
management outcomes. We have found a
limited understanding of aspects of chronic
disease care, poor decision making and lack
of adherence to treatment (11, 14, 16).

Studies agree that adequate treatment
adherence is fundamental to health care's
effectiveness. If older adults have difficulty
understanding instructions for self-care, they
may have difficulty taking medications
correctly, attending follow-up appointments,
or adopting healthy lifestyles (11-15).

Low levels of functional health literacy
make it difficult to understand and use health
information, including making appointments,
reading tests, understanding medical forms
and preventing illness. It also affects
interactions with healthcare professionals
(3).

Discussion

Low functional health literacy is a particular
concern for older people, as they are more
likely to use health services due to concerns

about managing their health and chronic
conditions (15).

When basic functional health literacy skills
are considered inadequate, this has a direct
impact on the ability to understand and
follow instructions for self-care, as older
people have difficulty understanding
treatment instructions, such as reading and
handling  prescriptions  and leaflets.
Understanding preventive and health
promotion interventions (3).

Functional health literacy is related to the
promotion of self-care. This important
technique refers to people's ability to obtain,
understand and use relevant information to
make informed decisions about their health
care (17).

By understanding, interpreting and
correctly applying health information, the
older person becomes and/or remains
healthy; accurately prevents and/or manages
disease (18). With adequate functional health
literacy, older adults can make informed
decisions about their own health, take
preventive measures, adhere to prescribed
treatments, and seek appropriate medical
care. Functional health literacy empowers
individuals to become active participants in
their own self-care, improving their ability to
manage their health.

It is important to consider levels of
functional health literacy when investing in
self-care. Functional health literacy affects
people's ability to understand and use health
information effectively. When assessing your
own self-care, it is helpful to consider your
level of functional health literacy to identify
areas that may need more attention (1, 17,
19).
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Table 1. Studies synthesis

(Klinovszky et al., 2021)

A Study of Functional
Health Literacy and
Numeracy among Patients
with Type 2 Diabetes in
Hungary

skills in an insulin-treated, type
2 diabetes mellitus (T2DM)
patient population, and their

Author Title Objective Design
To investigate functional health
. . . . . Cross-
Aging and Functional literacy and its associated .
. . sectional
(Ganguli et al., 2021). Health Literacy: A factors among older adults epidemiologic
Population-based Study. drawn from a disadvantaged P stud &
area. v
To explore functional health
Building a House of Skills—
& literacy (FHL) and numeracy Non-

experimental,
cross-sectional
guantitative

(Santos et al., 2016)

Conditions of functional
health literacy of an
elderly diabetics group.

(Mahdizadeh et al., 2018)

Relationship between self-
care behaviors and health
literacy among elderly
women in Iran, 2015.

(Uemura et al., 2021)

The Effectiveness of an
Active Learning Program in
Promoting a Healthy
Lifestyle among Older
Adults with Low Health
Literacy: A Randomized
Controlled Trial.

impact on diabetes self-care study.
activities
Cross-
To evaluate the conditions of .
. . sectional and
functional health literacy of an .
. . descriptive
elderly diabetics group.
study
To identify the relationship L
. Descriptive
between self-care behaviors )
. and analytic
and health literacy among
. study.
elderly women in Iran.
To examine the effects of an
active learning program on
health literacy, lifestyle Single-blind,
behaviors, physical function, randomized

and mental health among
community-dwelling older
adults with low health literacy

controlled trial

Finally, this study

has important

limitations. For example, we did not assess
the methodological quality of the selected
studies, as they have different designs. In
addition, we only accessed articles in the
English and Portuguese languages of the
studies and therefore suggest further
research.

Conclusions

Research shows that the level of functional
health literacy of older people has a
significant impact on their ability to
understand and follow instructions for self-
care. This has a direct impact on the quality of
life of older people. Given the demographic

trends in Brazil regarding the increase in the
number of elderly people and the negative
impact of low functional health literacy,
mainly focused on self-care, we suggest that
new research with strategies aimed at
functional health literacy and the promotion
of self-care should be carried out in order to
contribute to improving the quality of life of
this population.
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