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A B S T R A C T
Background In recent years, it has been seen that the concept of  health literacy has an increasing interest 
in academic studies and theses published in Turkey. Within the scope of  the study, the theses written 
on health literacy in the field of  family medicine were evaluated. It was aimed to reveal the thematic 
development and knowledge structure of  the theses published in this field.
Material and Methods Within the scope of  this study, social network analysis was carried out based on 
the keywords obtained from the theses prepared with the target of  health literacy. Theses included in the 
study were accessed via https://tez.yok.gov.tr/UlusalTezMerkezi/. The studies that include the phrase 
“health literacy” in the title were selected in the examination scope, and the keywords obtained from 
these theses were listed.
Results It is observed that the concept with the highest degree of  centrality and betweenness centrality 
is “health literacy,” as expected. Following the keyword “health literacy,” the keywords “life quality,” 
“mortality,” “family medicine,” “vaccine,” and “diabetes mellitus” have the highest degree of  centrality, 
respectively. It is observed that the betweenness centrality values of  the “newest vital sign” and “life 
quality” keywords are quite high compared to the degree centrality values.
Conclusions Through this study, researchers can focus on issues that are not emphasized much, create 
original research questions and contribute to the literature. In addition, it may be important to reveal 
which concepts are associated with the concept of  health literacy through this study.
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Introduction

Health literacy has been defined by the World 
Health Organization (WHO) as “a set of cognitive 
and social skills that encourage individuals to 
access, understand and use the information to 
maintain and improve their good health and 
determine their abilities in these matters.”1 

According to the working definition developed 
by the Health Literacy Europe (HLS-EU) 
Consortium, health literacy is related to general 
literacy and accessing, understanding, evaluating, 
and applying health information to make  
decisions and make judgments in daily life related 
to health care, disease prevention, and health 
promotion to maintain or improve quality of life 
throughout life. It has a scope and framework 
that requires people’s knowledge, motivation, and 
competencies.2 

Because all individuals need health services, 
it would not be wrong to say that everyone 
is a health user. The health sector has a very 
complex structure due to the constant changes 
in technology and information. In this complex 
structure, the individual’s health status is in 
question, and therefore, it is impossible not to have 
any knowledge or equipment. When it comes to 
the individual’s level of health knowledge, the 
concept of health literacy appears. At this very 
point, the importance of the patient’s ability to 
understand and interpret the medical information 
given to them and make decisions accordingly 
comes to the fore.

In the European Health Literacy study covering 
eight European Union member countries, it was 
determined that the health literacy level of the 
participants was inadequate at 12.4%, problematic 
at 35.2%, sufficient at 36%, and excellent at 16.5%. 
According to the national adult literacy study in 
the USA, 12% adequate, 53% medium level, 22% 
basic level, 14% below the basic level of health 
literacy were found.3 In the study conducted in 
2019, it was reported that 57.9% of the participants 
were found to have insufficient health literacy 
levels.4

In recent years, it has been seen that the concept 
of health literacy has an increasing interest in 
academic studies and theses published in Turkey. 
Within the scope of the study, the theses written 
on health literacy in the field of family medicine 

were evaluated, and it was aimed to reveal the 
thematic development and knowledge structure 
of the theses published in this field. Thus, the 
present study aims to give an idea about the trend 
in the literature on family medicine studies that 
will work on health literacy in the future, create a 
research question, and guide them.

Material and Methods

Within the scope of this study, which 
was evaluated with a bibliometric method, 
social network analysis was carried out based 
on the keywords obtained from the theses 
prepared with the target of health literacy. 
Theses included in the study were accessed via  
https://tez.yok.gov.tr/UlusalTezMerkezi/. The 
studies that include the phrase “health literacy” 
in the title were selected in the examination  
scope, and the keywords obtained from these 
theses were listed. As a result, 39 theses and 
75 keywords obtained from these theses were  
included in the study. The bibliometric analysis 
comprises obtaining and analyzing data about a 
specific topic or range of issues. The bibliometric 
method applies mathematical and statistical 
methods to written communication tools such 
as books, journals, and articles.5 By examining 
the articles and scientific papers in the literature 
with the bibliometric approach, the relationships 
between the documents can be statistically 
analyzed; and a general inference can be made 
about the relevant literature, and it can be 
determined how the articles have developed over 
time or the trend towards on the relevant topics.6 

Social network analysis (SNA) is a statistical 
method that can be widely used in interdisciplinary 
fields to analyze bibliometric studies in recent 
years.7 SNA enables the examination and analysis 
of social networks. Social networks are structures 
that show the relations and ties between the units 
or actors interacting.8 Within the scope of this 
study, the units are the keywords collected from 
the theses on health literacy in family medicine. 
Relationships and bonds between keywords are 
tried to be revealed and visualized. There are 
specific criteria used in social network analysis 
to indicate these relationships. SNA enables the 
review and analysis of social networks. Social 
networks are structures that show the relationships 
and links between units or actors interacting with 



each other. For this study, units are the keywords 
taken from theses on health literacy in family 
medicine. SNA tries to reveal and visualize the 
relationships and links between keywords. There 
are specific criteria used in SNA to indicate 
these relationships. With social network analysis 
network map of keywords is visualized.

The centrality criterion is one of the essential 
criteria used in the SNA. In studies, centrality 
criteria can be used in two different ways as 
degree and betweenness centrality. With degree 
centrality, the sum of the connection numbers 
of the actors in the network with other actors is 
calculated. Actors with a high degree of centrality 
are in the most central position in the network.8 
A higher degree of centrality indicates a more 
central keyword; therefore, it can be interpreted as 
a common keyword that has been actively studied 
in the literature.9 If it is considered within the 
scope of the study, keywords with a high degree 
of centrality have more ties with other keywords 
and are in a central position in the network map. 
Betweenness centrality indicates the degree to 
which an actor is between two unrelated actors. 
An actor with a high centrality betweenness 
establishes a connection and mediates between 
two actors that are not connected (Wasserman 
and Faust, 1994:188). Within the scope of the 

study, the keywords obtained from 39 theses 
related to health literacy were examined by SNA, 
and the network map created by these keywords 
was tried to be revealed. Analyzes were performed 
in the UCINET10 program. A 75 x 75 data matrix 
was prepared in the UCINET 6 program with 75 
keywords obtained from the theses. It has been 
determined that different expressions are used for 
the concept of health literacy in some theses. These 
expressions were entered into the data matrix as 
a single keyword so that these expressions with 
the same meaning are not included in the matrix 
separately.

Results

The cumulative distribution of theses published 
on health literacy in family medicine between 
2016 and 2021 is given in Figure 1. When Figure 
1 is examined, it is understood that the date when 
theses on health literacy in family medicine started 
to be written as 2016. There has been a noticeable 
increase in the number of theses since then. It 
is aimed to reveal the network structure of the 
keywords obtained from 39 theses by using SNA.

For this purpose, 75 keywords of 39 theses 
related to health literacy were processed into a 
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Figure 1. Distribution of the thesis according to the years.



57

75x75 data matrix and subjected to social network 
analysis. The degree and betweenness centrality 
findings regarding the keywords are given in Table 
1. To avoid making the table too long, keywords with 
a degree centrality of less than six were not included.

When Table 1 is examined, it is observed that 
the concept with the highest degree of centrality 
and betweenness centrality is “health literacy,” as 
expected. Following the keyword “health literacy,” 
the keywords “life quality,” “mortality,” “family 
medicine,” “vaccine,” and “diabetes mellitus” have 
the highest degree of centrality, respectively. These 
keywords are the concepts with the highest number 
of links, the most focused on the network, and 
discussed in many theses. The concepts of “health 
literacy,” “newest vital sign,” and “life quality” have 
a high betweenness centrality. Keywords with high 
betweenness centrality connect concepts that are 
not related to each other by acting as a bridge. It is 
observed that the betweenness centrality values of 
the “Newest vital sign” and “life quality” keywords 
are quite high compared to the degree centrality 
values. Although the newest vital sign keyword 
is not used frequently in theses, it can be said that 
it brings together concepts that are not related to 
each other at a high rate. The network map of the 
keywords obtained from the theses written on health 
literacy in family medicine in the literature is given 
in Figure 2.

Discussion 

In today’s world, which is accepted as the 
information age, individuals are expected to 
recognize and identify their diseases and make 
decisions they think are suitable for their health. The 
ability to take these decisions correctly is related to 
the level of health literacy.11

Health literacy, which is included in the scope 
of health promotion, changes the lifestyle and 
living conditions of the individual, enabling him to 
acquire the level of knowledge, individual skills, and 
self-confidence that will lead him to behavior that 
will improve both individual and public health.12 It 
supports and develops the ability of the individual 
to reach the correct information and service and the 
ability to use this service to protect and maintain 
health.13 Thus, it strengthens the more effective use of 
existing health services, creating quality conditions 
in health services and the individual’s competence 
over his health and public health.14,15 It has been 
shown that limited or inadequate health literacy is 
associated with poor health decisions, more risky 
health behaviors, worse health parameters, and 
increased use of the health system.

As the concept of health literacy has become 
popular in recent years, it is seen that a substantial 
number of studies are published every year in the 
field of medicine, taking this concept to the center. 

Table 1. Top keywords with degree centrality and betweenness value for health literacy.
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The present study aims to create a network map of 
the keywords obtained from the theses published in 
family medicine related to health literacy.

As a result of the findings obtained by social 
network analysis, the concept with the highest 
degree of centrality is the phenomenon of health 
literacy. This finding is expected, as this study 
focused on the theses on health literacy, and the 
keyword health literacy was searched for in every 
thesis. After the “health literacy” case, the degree 
centrality of the “life quality” and “mortality” cases 
was observed to be high. The concept of health 
literacy has often been studied together with “life 
quality” and “mortality.” Quality of life refers to a 
person’s subjective assessment of their well-being 
and ability to perform physical, psychological, and 
social functions.16 Quality of life is used primarily in 
the assessment of health status and health resources. 
It is used as an aspect of influencing factors and 
health promotion measures with higher stability 
and sensitivity.17 Although it has been shown in 
the literature that there is a positive relationship 
between quality of life and health literacy, it 
has been stated that individuals with low health 
literacy levels cannot pay much attention to their 

health issues. As a result, they may adopt harmful 
habits that may adversely affect their quality of 
life.15,18 For this reason, it is thought that the theses 
included in the study were conducted to examine 
the relationship between health literacy level and 
quality of life and determine how they affect each 
other. Another concept that was mainly studied 
about health literacy was determined as mortality. 
Although there is a meta-analysis study19 showing 
that health literacy is associated with mortality and 
the quality of life, inadequate health literacy may 
lead to reduced quality of life due to inadequate and 
wrong decisions about one’s health and even death.

Other findings obtained by social network 
analysis are the findings related to betweenness 
centrality. Within the scope of the study, the case 
with the highest centrality is “health literacy.”  In 
other words, it acts as a bridge between concepts 
that are not related to each other. Since health 
literacy occurs in every thesis reviewed, it is not 
surprising that betweenness centrality is highest. 
It is observed that the concepts of “newest vital 
sign” and “quality of life” have a high centrality 
in between, following the phenomenon of health 
literacy. Based on this finding, it can be said that 

Figure 2. Network map of keywords obtained from theses included in the study.
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these cases were handled together with cases that 
were not related to each other in different theses. In 
other words, these cases were not studied together 
with the same cases. The Newest Vital Sign scale 
consists of 6 questions and measures an individual’s 
reading and understanding of a food label. It is 
advantageous because it measures calculation, 
reading, and comprehension aspects and has 3-6 
minutes of application time. In the theses examined, 
different concepts were tried to be brought together, 
and their relations with health literacy were tried to 
be revealed by using this measurement tool.

Conclusions

This study is a guide for researchers who want 
to work on health literacy in family medicine 
to show which subjects the concept of health 
literacy, which has gained popularity in recent 
years, is intensely associated with. Through this 
study, researchers can focus on issues that are 
not emphasized much, create original research 
questions and contribute to the literature. In 
addition, it may be important to reveal which 
concepts are associated with the concept of 
health literacy through this study.
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