
Information is 
power 

To some degree contradicting the previous 
article, the author suggests that poverty 
and ignorance do predispose to ill-health 

by Eric R. Ram 

T
here was a time when we 
used to think that more 
doctors and nurses would 
result in better health . 
Consequently more and 

more hospitals were built, and for a 
long time physicians dominated the 
medical-ca re systems and tried to 
build patterns of medical care 
around themselves . Now, however, 
there is a greater awareness 
throughout the world that the prob
lems of ill-health are strongly related 
to , and interdependent on, such 
factors as poverty, poor housing, 
poor environment, lack of safe 
drinking water, lack of food , malnu
trition, undernutrition, high fertility 
rates , illiteracy, unemployment and 
low-income, land tenure, inaccessibi
lity of social services and unwise 
lifestyles. 

Ignorance and Jack of correct 
information about health put people 
at a greater risk of contracting and 
spreading diseases. Health is not a 
commodity like rice, oil , computers 
or automobiles which can be 
' 'delivered" to people. Rather, it is a 
social and spiritual phenomenon and 
greatly depends upon the interac
tions of people - their participation 
and involvement in all the matters 
that affect their health . Loss of 
self-worth and human dignity, and 
the abdication of personal responsi
bilities to the professionals, to the 
point where people look to the 
doctors, the nurses and the state to 
provide everything for them, includ
ing health, have proved to be a 
major cause of unhappiness in much 
of the world . 

People cannot be treated as 
objects; they must be active partners 
in the healing process. They have to 
take responsibility for their own 
health and they have to be em
powered to do so. That process of 
empowerment is something that the 
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people must do for themselves. We 
health professionals can only facili
tate the process by helping to 
increase the level of awareness, 
giving people confidence to take 
actions, creating opportunities to 
increase self-reliance, sharing health 
information and strengthening com
munity building skills. 

Giving health information to the 
people means sharing power with the 
people because information is power. 

Talking health in a Bolivian village. We 
should be aware of the potential of 
women as transmitters of health 
information. 
Photo World Council of Churches/P. Williams 

It fights ignorance, which lies at the 
base of many diseases. The challenge 
is to put across health messages in 
ways that can take into account 
different cultures and local practices. 
We need to translate the scientific 
knowledge in simple and 
understandable language for the 

mass of the people. 
Health information and health ser

vices go together, so all levels of 
health staff have to be involved. We 
trained traditional birth attendants 
(TBAs) to conduct home deliveries 
safely in the villages of Maharashtra, 
India, using "Dai's Delivery Kits" 
which cost all of 50 paise ( 5 US 
cents). As a result, maternal morta
lity came down to near zero within 
two years. But more important still, 
each TBA became an effective chan
nel of communication for health. 
Women in the villages listened to the 
TBAs and valued their health advice 
more than anyone else because they 
commanded respect in the com
munity. Each community health 
worker also became a carrier of 
health messages through his or her 
work in the community. 

Women themselves constitute 
another large resource of health 
communicators. In addition to con
sidering women as receivers of health 
care, we should also be aware of 
their potential as providers of health 
care and transmitters of health 
information. It is they who tend 
most of the people in the world -
whether as workers in primary health 
care, in clinics, hospitals or more 
informally in families , as they care 
for children, the sick and the elderly. 
Yet the contribution that women 
make to community health is often 
ignored. When we look at women's 
traditional chores - cleaning, 
cooking food, feeding the family, 
washing dishes, disposing of trash, 
obtaining and storing water, doing 
laundry, bathing children - then we 
realise that women are also the basic 
teachers of hygiene, nutrition and 
sanitation. The way they live their 
daily lives and pass on the informa
tion has an important influence on 
the health of their children, families 
and communities. 

It is all the more vital therefore 
that the level of education and health 
knowledge of women should be 
raised, and that they should have 
more voice in decision-making at 
every level of health work. Similarly, 
each schoolchild should be taught 
not only the causes of illnesses and 
how they can . be prevented and 
controlled but also ways to promote 
health. They will form the future 
network of health communicators. 

My experience in Miraj, India, 
shows that helping small groups of 
people in the villages to form health 
committees to discuss health prob
lems, analyse the causes and develop 
strategies to tackle them is a good 
first step. The village health com
mittee serves as a nucleus; later it 
grows in confidence as more com-

WORLD HEALTH , January- February 1989 



mitted people are drawn in and begin 
to share their information and 
experiences. This way they are able 
to tackle bigger and more difficult 
problems themselves. 

Social change 

For most of the people in the world, 
the root cause of poor health is 
poverty, and the people's power
lessness to do anything about it. 
Primary health care (PHC) as 
described in the Declaration of 
Alma-Ata is a comprehensive 
process and, in its fullest sense, 
has a liberating and empowering 
potential. By helping people to gain 
control over some aspects of their 
lives, it can bring about collective 
action for social change. People 
work together to improve the total 
situation of their community, and 
deal with the underlying causes of 
poor health and poverty. This 
requires . organized action on the 
part of poor people themselves in 
developing their own strategies, 
selecting priorities, controlling inter
ventions and carrying them out. 
Running village communities and 
using PHC as a strategy to achieve 
the target of health requires a strong 
commitment to social justice, 
human values and respect for life, 
by communities and governments 
alike. 

Early in my career I thought that 
the best way to change people's 
attitudes towards better health prac
tices was to show films , distribute 
pamphlets and hang up wall posters. 

. It proved to be not quite so simple! 
Undoubtedly these methods help to 
increase knowledge to some extent, 
but how much has the average 
person's health changed because of 
that? Unless people are actually 
involved in making decisions which 
affect their health, they are not 
going to participate even by availing 
themselves of the best of health 
services provided for them. For 
instance, we learned in our district 
that 75 per cent of all water-pumps 
installed in the villages by the 
government and humanitarian 
organizations went out of order 
within six months, because the vil
lagers had no say in the matter and 
were in no way involved in their 
construction. 

Most illnesses (as much as 80 per 
cent) in the world, both in the 
developing and industrialised coun
tries , are preventable by either 
changing lifestyles or the environ
ment. Health education in general 
ought to bring about changes which 
result in better health, but our 
experience tells us that this is a rare 
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phenomenon. The usual health edu
cation methods using a one-way 
mass media approach do not create 
the motivation necessary to bring 
about changes from unhealthy to 
healthful practices . If people in a 
given community are confronted by 
the health workers and their ignor
ance of health knowledge is 
exposed, they tend to become defen
sive and this in turn . becomes a 
barrier to learning. To overcome 
this barrier, one of the most effective 
ways to communicate the message is 
by telling a story about another 
person with similar problems; this 
allows people to identify with others 
and seek comparable solutions . In 
this way the information is not 
rejected but internalised, and 
becomes a powerful force within the 
people themselves for change. 

According to UNESCO nearly one 
thousand million adults are unable 
to read . The finest of publications 
will not reach these people~ but the 
traditional method of story-telling 
will. A story told very simply leaves 
the listener to fill in the details, 
evoking a level of imagination 
which promotes further participa
tion and involvement. Listening to 
stories helps people to discover 
truth for themselves, and people 
learn best what they discover for 
themselves. Health is an abstract 
idea that is much better understood 
in the context of persons and places. 

So there is a need to demystify 
medicine and technology. Medical 
knowledge needs to be put in simple 
and understandable language 
backed up by appropriate tech
nology . For example, to control 

Giving health information to the people 
means sharing power with the people. lt 
fights ignorance, which lies at the base 
of many diseases. 
Photo World Council of Churches/J. Taylor 

diarrhoea our TBAs promoted 
home-made oral rehydration salts 
added to rice, water and light tea , 
rather than commercially prepared 
ORS packets, and had excellent 
results . Similarly, there is nothing 
like setting personal examples for 
bringing about health communi
cation. It wasn' t until we set up 
water-seal latrines and smokeless 
ovens for the use of our community 
health workers that we were able to 
promote them in the Indian villages . 

People are responsible 

Making people aware of their rights 
and responsibilities helps them to 
determine their own health priorities 
and take part in solving their own 
health problems, a step so essential 
in the process of empowerment of 
the people. We have to employ all 
credible channels of com
munication , including the tradi
tional methods of story-telling and 
drama, in order to reach all people . 
Films, radio and television 
whenever available can be useful , 
but we have to recognise their 
limitations; they are useful in creat
ing awareness among people in their 
communities, but to bring about a 
real change in health practices 
people have to decide for themselves 
and take responsibility for their 
own health. • 
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