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. ABSTRACT
Article Info: .
Received: 2 Jun 2025 Introduction: The emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly transformed
Accepted: 24 Aug 2025 health education and promotion practices, presenting serious challenges for health educa-
Available Online: 20 Sep tion specialists. Consequently, this study was conducted to explain the experiences of health
2025 education specialists regarding the challenges of health education during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Methods: This qualitative study was conducted using directed content analysis between
2020 and 2021. Participants included faculty members (n=4) and health education and pro-
motion specialists from health centers (n=12), who were invited to participate via maximum
variation purposive sampling. In total, 16 interviews were conducted, lasting between 30
and 70 minutes on average. Data were collected through in-person and virtual semi-struc-
tured interviews and analyzed according to Granheim and Lundman’s approach.

Results: Data analysis yielded 226 primary codes, culminating in three core themes with
17 subthemes. These themes delineated the principal challenges in health education during
the pandemic, which were: (1) Challenges in Public Knowledge about COVID-19 (4 sub-
themes); (2) Prevalent Misconceptions and Attitudinal Barriers (6 subthemes); and (3) Gaps
and Challenges in Public Behavior and Practices regarding COVID-19 (7 subthemes).

Key Words: . Discussion: The ffindings of this study indicate that the challenges of health education
Health — Education and |~ 4,)ing the COVID-19 pandemic are multidimensional and interconnected, manifesting
Health Promotion, across three domains: awareness, attitude, and behavior. For successful management of
Qualitative Research, future health crises, it is essential to design comprehensive, resilient, and holistic programs
Content Analysis, that go beyond mere education to rebuild public trust, seriously address socio-economic
COVID-19. contexts, and employ innovative educational methods.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction:

he COVID-19 pandemic, an un-

precedented global health crisis, has

profoundly affected many aspects of
human life and led to widespread changes in be-
haviors and lifestyles. As the situation escalated,
countries encountered numerous challenges, in-
cluding the urgent need to educate the public on
preventive health measures such as frequent hand
washing, mask-wearing, and social distancing.
Since the general public has been the primary
consumer of COVID-19 news, the importance of
accurate information and efforts to foster reas-
surance in society became increasingly evident.
Health education plays a crucial role in prevent-
ing and controlling infectious diseases by em-
powering individuals and communities to make
informed decisions about their well-being.

With the onset of the pandemic, the scope of
health education expanded significantly and ex-
tended into the realm of health promotion. Health
workers, as key implementers, assumed a vital
role in crisis management. Lessons from previ-
ous outbreaks, such as Ebola and influenza, have
shown that challenges—including public distrust,
cultural resistance, and limited financial and struc-
tural resources, insufficient training of health per-
sonnel, and incomplete or unclear messaging—
can hinder effective health education.

During COVID-19, these challenges intensi-
fied, leading to substantial changes in the strate-
gies used for education and promotion. Health
education experts faced considerable obstacles
in informing the public and securing their coop-
eration. Against this backdrop, the present study
seeks to explore and explain the experiences of
health education and promotion professionals in
addressing the challenges of educating the public
during the COVID-19 era.

Methods:

This study employed a qualitative design using
guided content analysis. The research population
included 16 health education and health promo-
tion specialists, city health center officials, and

program experts who met the inclusion criteria: at
least one year of professional experience in health
education, direct involvement during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, and willingness to participate.
Purposive sampling with maximum diversity was
applied. After obtaining informed consent, semi-
structured face-to-face and virtual interviews were
conducted until data saturation was reached.

Interviews, lasting 30-70 minutes, were record-
ed, transcribed, and reviewed for analysis. Initial
codes were extracted, and similar codes were
merged into subcategories and main categories.
From these, overarching themes were identified.
In cases of ambiguity, follow-up interviews were
conducted to ensure accuracy.

Strict ethical standards were upheld: partici-
pant information was kept confidential, findings
were reported anonymously, and final results were
shared with participants for validation. Credibility
was further strengthened by applying four estab-
lished criteria: acceptability, reliability, conform-
ability, and transferability. This rigorous process
provided an in-depth understanding of the experi-
ences of health education professionals in address-
ing challenges during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Results:

Analysis of 16 interviews with health education
and health promotion experts yielded one over-
arching theme, three main categories, 17 subcat-
egories, and 226 initial codes.

The first category focused on challenges related
to people’s awareness and knowledge of COV-
ID-19. Subcategories included lack of knowledge
about the proper use of disinfectants, confusion
caused by contradictory messages in cyberspace,
neglect of other diseases due to excessive atten-
tion to COVID-19, and concerns about the side ef-
fects of drugs and vaccines.

The second category addressed challenges
stemming from people’s attitudes and miscon-
ceptions. Key issues included the prevalence of
conspiracy theories, beliefs in natural immunity
among certain groups, distrust in the effectiveness
of drugs and vaccines, lack of confidence in the
credibility of educators and health officials, and
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the negative influence of peer beliefs—such as
trivializing health protocols or discouraging visits
to medical centers.

The third category related to challenges in be-
havior and performance during the pandemic.
Subcategories included non-adherence to health
protocols by individuals and officials, inconsisten-
cies in granting permits for gatherings, non-com-
pliance due to economic hardship, fatigue among
medical staff, limitations in face-to-face training,
heavy reliance on mobile phones and cyberspace,
and inadequate overall compliance with guide-
lines.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that the chal-
lenges of health education and promotion dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic are multifaceted,
emerging across three dimensions—knowledge,
attitudes, and behaviors—underscoring the urgent
need for more effective and coordinated educa-
tional strategies.

Conclusion:

In this study, aimed at identifying the chal-
lenges of health education and promotion during
the COVID-19 pandemic, three main areas were
identified: awareness and knowledge, attitudes
and misconceptions, and behaviors and practices.
At the awareness level, issues such as excessive or
improper use of disinfectants, contradictory mes-
sages in cyberspace, neglect of other diseases, and
skepticism toward medicines and vaccines hin-
dered the education process. At the attitude level,
factors including conspiracy beliefs, perceived im-
munity among certain groups, distrust of vaccines
and treatments, and inconsistencies in officials’
behavior created significant barriers to accepting
health recommendations. At the behavioral lev-
el, economic difficulties, fatigue among medical
staff, reduced face-to-face training, and heavy re-
liance on cyberspace were major challenges.

These findings highlight that health education
during COVID-19 went beyond knowledge trans-
fer, requiring effective management of attitudes
and behavior change. Public trust in officials and
information sources emerged as a decisive factor
in the success of educational interventions. The
pandemic experience demonstrated that policy

incoherence, limited resources, and widespread
misinformation can significantly reduce the effec-
tiveness of health education.

This study concludes that educational programs
should be multidimensional, context-sensitive,
and adapted to social and economic conditions.
Strengthening public trust and ensuring consisten-
cy in policies and messaging are essential strate-
gies for promoting health during similar crises in
the future.
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