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Literacy 

•  The ability to read and write; the ability to 

use language proficiently. 

• The term “literate” is applied to one who is 

“educated; learned”. 

 



Health Literacy: Early definitions 

•  The currency patients need to negotiate a 

complex health care system. (NIH) 

•  Health literate individuals: being able to 

read and comprehend prescription bottles, 

appointment slips, and other essential 

health-related materials. (AMA) 

 



Health literacy: WHO 

• Health Literacy has been defined as the cognitive and 

social skills which determine the motivation and ability of 

individuals to gain access to, understand and use 

information in ways which promote and maintain good 

health.  

• Health literacy means more than being able to read 

pamphlets and successfully make appointments. By 

improving people's access to health information and their 

capacity to use it effectively, health literacy is critical to 

empowerment. 

- World Health Organization. Health Promotion 

Glossary. Genev, 1998. 



Health Literacy: A newer 

definition  
• Health literacy has been defined as “the degree 

to which individuals have the capacity to 
obtain, process and understand basic health 
information and services needed to make basic 
health decisions. 

 (Ratzan SC, Parker R. National Library of Medicine current 

bibliographies in medicine: health literacy (introduction). 
National Institutes of Health, 2000.  

Nielsen-Bohlman L, Panzer AM, Kindig DA, eds. Health literacy: 
a prescription to end confusion . National Academies Press, 
2004) 



The European Health Literacy 

Consortium 
• Health literacy is linked to literacy and entails 

people’s knowledge, motivation and 
competences to access,understand, appraise 
and apply health information in order to make 
judgments and take decisions in everyday life 
concerning health care, disease prevention 
and health promotion to maintain or improve 
quality of life during the life course. 

 - Health literacy. The Solid Facts (WHO Regional Office for 
Europe-2013) 



Definition by Canadian Public 

Health Association 

 
• The degree to which people are able to 

access, understand, appraise and 
communicate information to engage 
with the demands of different health 
contexts in order to promote and 
maintain good health across the life-
course. 

- Kwan, B., Frankish, J. & Rootman, I. (2006). The Development 
and Validation of Measures of Health Literacy in Different 
Populations. Unpublished report. Vancouver and Victoria: 
Institute of Health Promotion Research and Centre for 
Community Health Promotion Research. 

- A Vision for a Health Literate Canada: Report of the Expert 
Panel on Health Literacy. Canadian Public Health Association, 
2008 
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An example of the recent 

literature: introducing a study 

from Europe  



HLS-EU 

• The European health literacy survey 
(HLS-EU) was conducted in eight 
countries: Austria, Bulgaria, Germany, 
Greece, Ireland, the Netherlands, 
Poland and Spain (n = 1000 per 
country, n = 8000 total sample) using 
the the HLS-EU-Q47. The HLS-EU-Q47 
constructed four levels of health literacy: 
insufficient, problematic, sufficient and 
excellent. 



Findings 

• At least 1 in 10 (12%) respondents showed 
insufficient health literacy and almost 1 in 2 
(47%) had limited (insufficient or problematic) 
health literacy.The distribution of levels 
differed substantially across countries (29–
62%). 

• Subgroups within the population, defined by 
financial deprivation,low social status, low 
education or old age, had higher proportions 
of people with limited health literacy. 

-  Sorense et al. Health literacy in Europe: comparative results of 
the European health literacy survey (HLS-EU). European 
Journal of Public Health, in press. 



Types of health literacy-1 

• Basic/functional literacy: sufficient skills in 

reading and writing to be able to function 

effectively in everyday situations 



Types of health literacy-2 

• Communicative/interactive literacy: more 

advanced cognitive and literacy skills which 

together with social skills can be used to 

actively participate in everyday activities to 

extract information and derive meaning 

from different forms of communication and 

to apply new information to changing 

circumstances  



Types of health literacy-3 

• Critical literacy: more advanced cognitive 

skills which together with social skills can 

be applied to critically analyze information, 

and to use this information to exert greater 

control over life  events and situations 



Level of health literacy 

• Level one: transmission of factual information on 

health risks and health services utilization 

• Level two: opportunities to develop skills in a 

supportive environment 

• Level three: provision of information on social 

and economic  determinants of health and 

opportunities to achieve policy and/or 

organizational change 



Examples of educational activity 

• Level one: transmit information through existing 

channels, opportunistic inter-personal contact, and 

available media 

• Level two: Tailor health communication to 

specific need, combine different channels for 

communication 

• Level three: provision advice to support 

community action, facilitate community 

development 



Improving health literacy 

• The next slides comes from the following 

citation 

• Acknowledgment 

 National Action Plan to Improve Health Literacy. 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

Office of Disease Prevention and Health 

Promotion. National Action Plan to Improve 

Health Literacy. Washington, DC, 2010.  



How to improve health literacy 

• Much of the evidence on interventions 

comes from: 

- Simplifying and improving written 

materials,  

- Using video or other targeted approaches to 

patient education, and  

- Improving patient–provider communication.  



Adopting User-Centered Design  

• Strong evidence supports involving 

members of the target audience in the 

design and testing of communication 

products. This participatory design process 

results in improved outcomes, including 

those for people with limited health literacy. 



Using a Universal Precautions Approach  

• The field of health literacy has adopted the 

idea of “universal precautions” from 

infectious disease to make the case that 

clear communication should be the basis for 

every health information exchange. 



Targeting and Tailoring Communication  

• Several studies have demonstrated that using 
targeted approaches to communication can 
improve self-management and related health 
outcomes among patients with limited health 
literacy.  

• Targeted approaches are adapted to meet the needs 
of specific groups of people, such as patients with 
limited literacy skills. Tailored programs and 
communication, on the other hand, are 
individually crafted based on the unique 
characteristics of each person. 



Making Organizational Changes  

• As awareness of health literacy has spread, the demand for 

tools to help organizations meet the communication needs 

of their patients has grown. Assessing an organization’s 

strengths and weaknesses is often the first step in 

improving quality. 

• Some of the changes taking place include modifying 

consent processes, redesigning forms in advance to meet 

low literacy needs, and emphasizing the importance of 

health literacy training for health care professional. 



Conclusion 

• Health literacy incorporates all of the major 
psychological, social, and environmental 
constructs that influence individual health 
choices. 

• Poor health literacy might represent a major 
cost to health care system. 

• Health literacy has strong association with 
health outcomes. 

 


