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ABSTRACT

Health communication plays a critical role in supporting public health and global health practice. Podcasts
are increasingly being used as a medium to disseminate health-related information in education, clinical,
and non-academic settings. Through this paper, we examine the Public Health Insight Podcast, its
potential role as a health communication tool, and opportunities that emerged as a result of its

dissemination.
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INTRODUCTION

Health communication serves a wide range of
purposes, from supporting health promotion to
knowledge translation in communities for public
health and global health practice. The United States
Department of Health and Human Services defines
health commmunication as “the art and technique of
informing, influencing, and motivating individual,
institutional, and public audiences about important
health issues” [1]. The ability to communicate
complex health information through a variety of
media is crucial in the domain of public health and
global health, where

challenging or evolving situations demand the need
for clear, effective, and concise messaging.

Podcasts are digital audio files available on the
internet for downloading or streaming to a
computer or mobile device. Podcasting has been
gaining popularity for its potential to disseminate
health-related information and research for
educational purposes [2]. In educational and clinical
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settings, podcasts have been used as additional
learning material to supplement required readings,
which provides exposure to diverse perspectives,
improves the quality of student feedback, and
promotes classroom engagement [3]. People who
consume podcasts tend to prefer this medium over
books, articles, and other written content [4]. A
United States (U.S.) survey indicated that podcast
consumption has seen steady growth since 2008,
with 37% of adults in 2020 reporting listening to a
podcast in the last month [5]. In a similar survey of
Canadian adults, 20% of the participants indicated
they listened to a podcast in the last month [6]. In
2019, there were an estimated 88 million podcast
listeners in the U.S., and this number is projected to
increase to 164 million by 2024 [7].

In this paper, we will discuss the role of Public
Health Insight Podcast (PHIP) as a possible health
communication tool for people interested in public
health or global health, and some opportunities that
emerged during the first twelve months of
podcasting.
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METHODOLOGY

The PHIP provides information on a variety of
population health issues, focusing on the social
determinants of health and the Sustainable
Development Goals. The PHIP episodes cover a wide
range of topics such as mental health, refugee
health, climate change, anti-Black racism, and harm
reduction. Published episodes have also featured
guests who have provided subject matter expertise
on various public health and global health topics.
The PHIP is currently co-hosted by a team of public
health professionals - all holding Master of Public
Health (MPH) degrees.

The PHIP was listed under the Education and
News/Politics categories in 19 podcast directories
including Apple Podcast and Spotify® [8,9]. Social
media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook,
LinkedIn, and Twitter were used to promote episode
releases and build a community to foster listener
engagement.

Through the Buzzsprout and Podbean podcast
hosting platforms, data was analyzed for the
number of downloads, apps used to access the
podcast, devices used to access the podcast, and
geographical locations where the episodes were
downloaded or streamed.

RESULTS

From March 2020 to March 2021, a total of 61
episodes were published. The total number of
downloads during this period was 17, 845. All
episodes were recorded in English, ranging from 1:27
- 57:37 minutes long, with the average episode
length of 31:44 minutes. The podcast was accessed
on apps such as Spotify (42%), Apple Podcasts (21%),
and web browsers (6%) through devices such as
Apple iPhones (55%), Android phones (24%),
Windows computers (7%), and Apple Computers
(6%). Mobile devices were used the most to access
the podcasts (82%) followed by computers (149%).
The PHIP was downloaded or streamed in 1,552
cities across 100 countries and territories, and in all
continents with the exception of Antarctica (Figure
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1). The top countries included Canada (33%), the
United States (31%), the United Kingdom (12%),
Australia (5%), and Germany (2%).

Figure 1. Distribution of podcast downloads across
continents from the Buzzsprout podcast hosting
platform (with the exception of Antarctica).

DISCUSSION

The podcast is currently available only in the English
language and was primarily accessed by English-
speaking countries in North America and Western
Europe, consistent with other health-related
podcasts [10]. The numerical analysis indicated that
the majority of the audience accessed the podcast
through a mobile device (82%), also consistent with
other findings (64%) demonstrating a preference
over computer access [11]. Moreover, a study on
Canadian adult podcast habits showed that
smartphones accounted for 82% of devices in the
Fall of 2019 and 68% of devices in the Spring of
2020, which is comparable to the cumulative
smartphone percentages (79%) seen in our study
Nzl

EMERGENT OPPORTUNITIES WITH THE PHIP

The dissemination of the PHIP provided
opportunities for partnerships and collaborations.
One opportunity included in-kind sponsorships
using PHIP's platform for two student-organized
public and global health conferences. Another
opportunity resulted in the creation of a report and
related podcast, in collaboration with ETIO Public
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Health Consultants, to address anti-Black racism in
Ontario, Canada [13].

A professor from the Colorado School of Public
Health contacted the PHIP to utilize our harm
reduction podcast episodes as part of an MPH
classroom assignment. The PHIP co-hosts were later
invited to deliver a guest lecture using an innovative
case-based pedagogy on harm reduction to a class
of 47 MPH students. Following the lecture, an
anonymous online feedback survey was distributed
to the students, 16 of the 17 (94%) respondents
indicated that they ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that
the lecture accomplished the three learning
objectives outlined in the class outline and lesson
plan (Figure 2).

15 [ Strongly Disagree [l Disagree Neutral [l Agree [l Strongly Agree

# of Respondents

0

Understand the power, influence,
and interest of all the parties

Understand the importance of
considering equity and social
determinants of health in program
planning through tools like health
equity impact assessments

Understand the underlying
principles of harm reduction
approach to understand
how they are different from
abstinence-based programs

involved before implementing
public health intervention or program
by using various tools
(e.g., stakeholder analysis, SWOT analysis)

Figure 2. Students were asked to indicate the
extent to which they agreed or disagreed with the
three statements following the conclusion of the
case-based lecture and class activities (n =17).

Lastly, two experts from the Canadian Network for
Neglected Tropical Diseases (CNNTD) were invited
on the PHIP to highlight World NTD Day and to raise
awareness about these diseases and disease groups
that affect over 1.7 billion people worldwide.

LIMITATIONS

Although there is a lack of robust evidence of the
perceived utility of the information consumed by
podcast listeners, positive engagement through
social media, email correspondence, and
downloads, may support the idea of its perceived
utility.
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Future studies need to assess knowledge, attitudes,
and beliefs regarding health information shared
through podcasting. PHIP has adopted standard
quality indicators that have been established for
health professionals using blogs and podcasts for
educational purposes [14].

The global burden of disease is concentrated in low
and middle-income countries (LMIC) and access to
smartphones and internet connectivity remains a
barrier. Although there is limited data characterizing
the use of podcasting in LMICs, a study examining
medical podcasting highlighted that podcasts
covering content more relevant to LMICs are more
readily consumed by learners [15]. As such, PHIP
intends to place greater emphasis on featuring
voices from LMIC communities through podcasting,
and by expanding communications to include live
webinars, email newsletters, blogs, and providing
episode transcripts that can be more easily
translated to different languages.

CONCLUSION

Though further research is required, preliminary
data indicates that using podcasts as a health
communication tool may expand the reach of
population health-related information, facilitate
opportunities for collaboration, and introduce
public health information to new audiences.
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