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The internet and other media marketplace information sources shape people’s health
perceptions, choices and behaviours and can have positive and negative impacts
on people’s health literacy.
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Foreword

FOREWORD
Part 1 “The Basics” of the World Health Communication Associates (WHCA)
Action Guide on Health Literacy is presented for use by local, national and
international advocates and agencies that are working on and/or planning to
take action to enhance people’s health literacy. It reflects a concern about the
fact that while much has been written about why addressing health literacy
is important, less attention has been paid to what individuals, communities,
institutions and systems can do about it. The guide’s primary aim is to fill this
gap and be a ‘how to’ manual. Actions described not only focus on individual
behaviour changes but also look at initiatives being taken to strengthen and
adjust systems in order to address institutional and structural deterrents to
health literacy, make information more accessible and understandable, and
make ‘navigation’ through health, education systems and work, community
and policy-making settings easier.
The guide has been developed through a process which has involved all the authors
and their extended networks. Drafts were reviewed at a United Nations Economic
and Social Council (ECOSOC) Regional meeting in Beijing in April 2009 and a WHO
Healthy Cities meeting in Liverpool, United Kingdom in May 2009. A more detailed
publication is planned which will include a broader summary of available evidence
and, more importantly, case studies describing initiatives which people are currently
taking in the six systems and settings described in the guide. The authors wish to
thank all those people, projects and agencies who have shared their work with us.
Special thanks to Michael S. Wolf and Stacy Cooper Bailey for their presentations and
contributions to the Liverpool meeting and background papers used. Additionally, we
wish to thank Tuuli Sauren for her design work.
This guide is a work in progress. Updates will be posted on the WHCA website:
www.whcaonline.org. In addition to sharing our approaches with you, we would like
to invite readers to give us some feedback about whether the conceptual approaches
described herein make sense in your contexts. We would very much like to enter into
a dialogue with you about the relevance and usefulness of various interventions
described.
Please forward any comments to: franklin@whcaonline.org
Franklin Apfel
For the Guide Development Team
Foreword
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Summary
Health Literacy at a Glance
Who is this guide for?
This guide is for health professionals, educators, policy makers and advocates who
wish to improve individual and population health literacy. This Health Literacy Action
Guide summarises current knowledge on why health literacy is important and how
we can improve health literacy.
What is health literacy?
Health literacy refers to a person’s capacity to obtain health information, process it
and act upon it. Health literacy skills include basic reading, writing, numeracy and the
ability to communicate and question. Health literacy also requires functional abilities
to recognise risk, sort through conflicting information, make health-related decisions,
navigate often complex health systems and ‘speak up’ for change when health system,
community and governmental policies and structures do not adequately serve needs.
People’s health literacy shapes their health behaviours and choices—and ultimately
their health and wellbeing.
Why is health literacy important?
There is strong scientific evidence that shows that poor health literacy leads to less
healthy choices, riskier behaviours, poorer health, more hospitalisations and higher
health care costs. Poor health literacy has been shown to be a major public health
problem in all countries where the issue has been studied. Very large numbers of
people in both developed and developing countries have poor health literacy skills.
In the US, for example, about 90 million adults—half of the adult population—are
thought to lack the literacy skills needed to effectively use the US health care system.
Why this guide?
Poor health literacy is not just an individual problem but a systemic societal problem.
It is best addressed when information, education and all types of communication
from health and other services are aligned with the skills and needs of their users.
While poor health literacy skills are common and have been found to be a significant
determinant of health, to date there has been little systematic corrective action in

6

Summary

© Photo by Steve Turner

Health literacy advocates need to capture the power of the media to help
individuals and agencies improve their skills and capacities.

most countries. This guide aims to address this by providing a framework for action
and identifying useful interventions that people and agencies can take to strengthen
health literacy.
Six key areas for interventions
This guide focuses on action in six key social systems and settings. The settings
outlined may either facilitate or be a barrier to the development and expression of
health literacy skills. They include health and education systems, media marketplaces,
home and community settings, workplaces and policy-making arenas on all levels.

Summary
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Organisation of the guide
The guide is organised into six sections around six key questions:
Section 1: What is health literacy?
This section defines health literacy and describes the demands and complexities of
different systems, which shape people’s ability to access, integrate and act on health
information.
Section 2: Why is health literacy important?
This section looks at the size of the problem and briefly reviews evidence of its impact
on health, wellbeing and health system costs.
Section 3: How is health literacy measured?
This section looks at measurement tools for assessing individual health literacy skills
and competencies, as well as the health literacy ‘friendliness’ of the systems and
settings where health information is obtained.
Section 4: What can individuals, agencies and systems do to strengthen
health literacy?
This section looks at interventions in six key systems and settings: health systems,
education, media health information marketplaces, home and community, workplace
and policy-making arenas.
Section 5: How can we advocate for more attention, investment and
action to strengthen health literacy?
This section identifies messages to key stakeholders and describes specific health
advocacy communication strategies.
Section 6: What should be the components of a national or local health
literacy strengthening action plan?
This section suggests several steps that can be taken to develop systematic approaches
to enhancing health literacy.
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Section 1: What is health literacy?
This guide defines health literacy as “The capacity to obtain, interpret and
understand basic health information and services and the competence to use
such information and services to enhance health.”
(Ratzan and Parker 2000; IOM 2004).
However, this is not just determined by an individual’s basic literacy skills, but is
also defined by their interaction (or alignment) with the systems within which they
need to function (see Figure 1). Health literacy varies by context and setting. It is
dependent on individual and system factors. This includes both user and provider
communication skills and knowledge of health topics, culture, and the demands of
the health care, public health and other relevant systems and settings where people
obtain health information (Healthy People 2010). When these services or systems
require knowledge or a language level that is too high for the user, health will suffer.

Skills/Abilities

Health
Literacy

Demands/Complexity

Figure 1. Health Literacy Framework (Parker 2009, pers.comm.)

Over 300 studies in the US and UK, for example, demonstrate that printed
materials, including consent forms, and web-based information sources are written
in language above the average reading ability of most of their adult populations (IOM
2004).
Action to enhance health literacy, therefore, has to focus on both
improving individual skills and making health service, education and
information systems more health literacy friendly. Health literacy friendly
systems and settings are ones which actively measure, monitor, evaluate and adjust
their communications to meet the needs (and skills) of their users.

Summary
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Identifying System Demands and Complexity
System Demands
and Complexity
This guide identifies six key systems and settings—the so-called ‘domains of
influence’—which help shape both the development of health literacy skills and
their expression (see Box 1).
Box 1 : Six Domains of Influence on Health Literacy
(adapted from Kickbusch and Maag 2008)
Health systems — Health systems play a major role in developing individual and
population health literacy skills. Health systems can be made more health literacy
friendly in a variety of ways. Workers may be trained to recognise the specific needs
of users, and user information—such as forms, signs and letters—can be made
more accessible and understandable. If done appropriately, this will help users access
information and improve their ability to navigate the health system, assess risks,
select appropriate pathways of care and engage in self-care. Health systems can also
advocate for and shape the ‘health literacy friendliness’ of other systems and settings.
They can do this by raising awareness of the negative health consequences of weak
health literacy skills and, importantly, identifying good practice and advocating for
more effective policies and interventions.
Educational systems — Schools and other formal and informal educational
establishments play a major role in developing literacy skills and fostering literacy
in all countries. They help children and adults to learn about healthy and unhealthy
choices and where to find reliable information. The development of such literacy skills
should be included in all school and adult education programmes.
Media marketplaces — For many people media marketplaces are a main source
of health information. These marketplaces shape people’s health perceptions,
behaviours and choices. Commercial and political interests often dominate, with
interested parties using sophisticated communication techniques to sell their
products and ideas. Public health advocates need to learn from commercial
advertisers and marketers. They should use the same approaches to help people
make healthier decisions when choosing goods and services. This would also serve
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to counteract the negative influences of industries—tobacco, alcohol and fast food
companies—which glamourise and promote unhealthy products and lifestyles.
Home and community settings — People are called upon to make daily ‘health’
decisions in their homes and communities. Families, peer groups and communities are
primary sources of health information. They help to shape functional health literacy
skills related to product and service choices. These sources can provide important
information about health-promoting, health-protecting and disease-preventing
behaviours, as well as ‘alternative therapies’, self- and family care, available support
services and first aid.
Workplace settings — By providing clear and consistent health messages to
employees, employers can help prevent accidents and lower the risk of industrial or
occupational diseases. Health-promoting work environments go further and address
lifestyle choices, such as alcohol and drug use and stress factors, including job security
and work–life balance.
Policy making arenas — Policies on all levels—institutional, community,
national and regional—shape the social and structural factors which determine
health literacy and health. The engagement of citizens in policy making processes are
fundamental democratic principles. A key trend in many health system reforms is the
empowerment of patients and the development of patient-centred care.
Building individual skills
Skills and Abilities

Building health literacy skills and abilities is a lifelong process, and noone is ever
totally health literate (or illiterate1). People develop their health literacy over time
and from a wide variety of sources. These may include their family and work settings;
primary, secondary, higher and adult education; health providers; print and on-line
health information; the media; and a wide variety of community-based resources,
such as support groups to assist in quitting smoking.
1

This guide intentionally avoids use of the term ‘health illiteracy’, as it is both inaccurate and an
emotionally loaded term which all too often causes stigma and shame.
Section 1: What is health literacy?
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Health literacy skills (see Box 2) include basic reading, writing, numeracy and
the ability to communicate and question. Health literacy also requires functional
abilities to recognise risk, sort through conflicting information, take health-related
decisions, navigate often complex health systems and ‘speak up’ for change when
health systems, community and governmental policies and structures do not serve
needs.
Box 2 : Health Literacy—Four Individual Level Skill Sets

Health literacy related skills can be categorised as: cognitive (knowledge),
behavioural (functional), advocatory (proactive) and existential (spiritual).
Cognitive skills include general literacy, numeracy, information gathering skills
and analysis. These skills are used for health-related actions like reading health
warnings and food labels, filling in forms, deciphering prescription drug instructions,
as well as the ability to understand written and oral information given by health care
professionals.
Behavioural skills include more interactive literacy and social skills used to
make health risk assessment and lifestyle choices; system ‘navigation’ (finding
the way to services or negotiating complex systems); self-care; and interpersonal
communication and negotiating (e.g., asking for and receiving information, filing
complaints or understanding health care charges, costs and bills).
Advocacy skills include critical competencies to analyse health information,
understand the political and economic dimensions of health, and take action to
express opinions and make changes at institutional, community and political levels.
This may include ‘speaking up’ for oneself and others, taking action to promote new
or change existing policies, lobbying and organising campaigns.
Existential skills include the ability to make sense of a life with illness, live with
uncertainty, and avoid descending into depression, self-pity, hopelessness or
helplessness. It includes the ability to grieve and to prepare for and die in a peaceful
way.
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Health literacy is best viewed as a dynamic continuum of skills. People’s needs
change over time as they face different health challenges. Some of these changes are
predictable based on life stages or whether preventive, disease care or rehabilitative
information is being sought. The need for other skills arises when new behaviours
are required: for example, to respond to the emergence of new health threats like
pandemic influenza, climate change related heat waves and floods. But no one is
totally health literate. Everyone at some point needs help in understanding or acting
upon important health information. Even highly educated individuals may find
systems too complicated to understand, especially when made more vulnerable by
poor health.

Chronic illness and the aging of societies have led to the need for more self care and
management skills.

Section 1: What is health literacy?
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Section 2: Why is health literacy important?
Poor health literacy skills are very common
In the United Kingdom, US, Australia and Canada surveys have shown
poor health literacy skills in 20-50% of populations tested
(NCC 2004; Kutner et al. 2006).
Poor literacy skills are associated with poorer health and
wealth
Literacy—along with primary and secondary school attendance—is positively
correlated to personal income, economic growth, female empowerment, life
expectancy and having fewer children (Wils 2002). Education affects health
outcomes in many ways. Enhancing a mother’s education level reduces infant and
child mortality in developing countries (Ratzan 2001). The number of years spent in
formal education have been found to be inversely related to age-adjusted mortality
in many countries, such as Norway, England and Hungary (Ratzan et al. 2000). Higher
educational levels are related to decreases in smoking prevalence and higher rates of
smoking cessation in Europe (Cavelaars et al. 2000), and educational level has been
shown to be related to more ideal body weight in Europe, Russia and China (Molarius
et al. 2000).
Poor health literacy is associated with many adverse health
outcomes
Empirical data supports an association between limited health literacy and numerous
adverse health outcomes (Baker 1999; DeWalt, Berkman, Sheridan, Lohr & Pignone
2004; IOM 2004; Paasche-Orlow & Wolf 2007) (see Box 3).
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Box 3 : Health Outcomes of Poor Health Literacy
Poorer health choices
Riskier behaviours
Less use of preventive services
More delayed diagnoses
Poorer understanding of medical conditions
Less adherence to medical instructions
Poorer self-management skills
Increased risk of hospitalisation
Poorer physical and mental health
Increased mortality risk (see Graph 1)
Higher health care costs
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Graph 1: Literacy and Mortality Risk—Over time, the percentage of elderly
people alive is greater among those with better health literacy.
(Baker et al. 2007)
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Higher health care costs
Health literacy has a strong economic component. A low level of health literacy
can lead to inappropriate use of the health care system, reduced effectiveness and
efficiency of health care interventions or increases in the likelihood of unhealthy
lifestyles. One analysis in the US, by the National Academy on Aging Society,
estimates that poor health literacy costs the US health care system $30-$73 billion
annually. Sixty-three percent of the additional costs attributed to low health literacy
may be borne by public programmes (Friedland 1998).

Telecommunications can reach into all communities and help strengthen health literacy.
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Section 3: How is health literacy measured?
Most health literacy measures in current use tend to assess reading skills
(word recognition or reading comprehension) and numeracy rather than
measure the full range of skills needed for health literacy. There are no current
measures of health literacy that include oral communication skills or writing
skills and none that measure the health literacy demands within different
health contexts (IOM 2004, p.51). This is an area of active research and some
promising tools appear to be in the pipeline.
3.1 Current measurement tools—individual skills
and abilities
REALM
The Rapid Estimate of Adult Literacy in Medicine (REALM) is a word recognition test.
It measures an adult person’s ability to read medical terms. Patients are asked to read
a list of 66 increasingly difficult medical terms. The number of correctly pronounced
words is subsequently related to approximate grade levels of reading (0-18: third
grade (age 7) and below; 19-44: fourth to sixth grade (age 8-10); 45-60: seventh and
eighth grade (age 11-12); 61-66: ninth grade and above (age 13+)). REALM is simple,
brief (administered in two to three minutes), and useful for profiling patients’ reading
skills (http://www.ihs.gov/nonmedicalprograms/healthed/PDF/PtEd_REALM_Examiner_
WordList.PDF).
TOFHLA and S-TOFHLA
Comprehension tests—such as the Test of Functional Health Literacy in Adults
(TOFHLA) and the Short Test of Functional Health Literacy in Adults (S-TOFHLA)—
were designed to provide a broader assessment of functional health literacy. They
take into account reading comprehension and quantitative literacy (numeracy).
TOFHLA and S-TOFHLA have been shown to be reliable and valid measures
of functional health literacy. Although TOFHLA and S-TOFHLA are the primary
instruments by which reading comprehension and numeracy skills are measured,
the time—22 minutes for the TOFHLA and 12 minutes for the S-TOFHLA—and
complexity have limited their use to research within health care environments.

Section3:
2:How
Why is health literacy important?
Section
measured?
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NVS
The Newest Vital Sign (NVS) test is a health literacy screening tool administered in
three minutes. It requires users to read a standard nutrition label from a carton of ice
cream and answer a series of six questions. The concept implies that health literacy is
a vital sign, just as heart rate and blood pressure are.
One-Item Screening Measures
While researchers may choose to use one of the above tools, it may be necessary
for practitioners in a busy health care environment to simplify the measurement of
health literacy. Because of the shame associated with limited health literacy, efforts
have been made to identify simple screening questions that avoid the perception of
literacy testing.
One study evaluated a series of questions as potential predictors of health
literacy as measured by the S-TOFHLA. Three questions emerged from the analysis as
best single-item screening measures:
• How often do you have problems learning about your medical condition because
of difficulty understanding written information?
• How confident are you filling out medical forms by yourself?
• How often do you have someone help you read hospital materials?
Using a one-item screening question during individual encounters is simple,
less intrusive, and may be a practical alternative to more complex measures.
3.2 Measuring the demand and complexity side—health
literacy interventions
Some researchers have begun developing tools to evaluate the health literacy
friendliness of systems. One such tool (Matthews & Sewell 2002) collects information
on whether health literacy is considered in programme development and service
activities; the degree to which organisations follow health literacy principles in
their programmes; whether organisations pilot test materials for comprehension or
cultural competence; evaluation of materials; which activities people associate with
health literacy; and lessons learned.
System assessments
In addition to activity/intervention analysis, researchers have used assessment
tools to evaluate how well a health service meets the needs of patients with limited
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health literacy skills. One study applied an assessment tool to a pharmacy setting.
It evaluated patient understanding of medications and adherence to prescribed
regimens (Jacobson 2008). Additionally, the assessment tools:
• Raise pharmacy staff awareness of health literacy issues.
• Detect barriers that may prevent people with limited literacy skills from
accessing, comprehending and using health information and services provided
by the organisation.
• Identify opportunities for improvement.
Conducting an organisational assessment may also provide a baseline
assessment prior to implementing an intervention. Jacobson identified nine
key elements of an organisational health literacy intervention: management,
measurement, workforce, care process, physical environment, technology, paperwork
and written communications, culture and alignment. Evaluating these elements
provides a comprehensive audit to assess congruence between patient, provider
and organisational perspectives of health literacy. A follow-up assessment allows
evaluation of the intervention’s impact on an organisation’s accessibility to those with
limited health literacy.
3.3 Scorecards
Some have proposed the development of health literacy scorecards for individual and
system monitoring of literacy. The individual scorecard would identify a few key health
indicators that are associated with a healthy physical and mental state. Individuals
could rate themselves against a standard and agencies would be measured on how
many of their users successfully achieved the score parameters. The challenge here
will be to ensure that the variables selected truly reflect the health literacy status of
individuals and agencies.
3.4 A measure of health development
It has been suggested that population health literacy should be considered a measure
of health development. A population health literacy index which measures the
alignment between people’s skills and the health literacy friendliness of key systems
and settings in which they need to function could provide a useful and unique picture
of population health competence. Such an index could provide a new type of health
index for societies that complements measures such as the disability adjusted life
years (DALYs) and morbidity and mortality data (Ratzan 2000; Kickbusch 2003).
Section 3: How is health literacy measured?
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Section 4: What can individuals, agencies and systems do to
strengthen health literacy?
Health literacy is a society-wide responsibility—it is everybody’s business. We
have identified and focused on different interventions that can be taken in the
six domains of activity identified earlier.
While health literacy is influenced by many aspects of society, health care and public
health workers have a special responsibility in this area. Not only should they improve
their own communication capacities and those of the systems in which they work,
they should try to facilitate change and development needed in other settings.
A note of caution
While much can be learned from the activities of others, this guide is not promoting the
wholesale adoption of any intervention. It is important that any definition of health
literacy recognises the potential effect of cultural differences on the communication
and understanding of health information (Nutbeam 2000). Native language,
socioeconomic status, gender, race and ethnicity, along with mass culture—news
publishing, advertising, marketing, and the plethora of health information sources
available through electronic channels—all influence health literacy.
4.1 Health systems
Complexity of health systems
Advances in medical science, changes in the delivery of care and the adoption of a
business approach to health reform in many countries2 have resulted in less accessible
and more complex health systems. These changes all make high health literacy
demands on their users. Navigating such health care systems, with their numerous
layers of bureaucracy, procedures and processes, can be a challenging task. People
often have to choose a provider, make a decision about treatment depending upon
the severity of illness, and assess the ease and quality of various treatment options.
2
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The adoption of a business approach to health reform, guided by efficiency outcome measures, has
often led to a re-orientation of priorities. Economic values inherent in an industrial and/or for-profit
approach have in many places replaced fundamental commitment to access and care for many
vulnerable persons, e.g. the poor, elderly and unemployed. Time management of health professional
visits, for example, reduces the amount of contact time and opportunities for information exchange
between providers (especially doctors) and patients.
Section 4: What can WE do to strengthen health literacy?

They also have to move from community settings to hospitals, and from public to
private providers (IOM 2004, p.148). An adult’s ability or inability to make these
decisions and navigate these systems is a reflection of systemic complexity as well as
individual skill levels. Patients, clients and their family members are often unfamiliar
with these systems. Their health literacy can be thought of as the currency needed
to negotiate the system (Selden 2000); or a compass for what may be a difficult and
unpredictable journey (Kickbusch and Maag 2008).
Health Literacy enhancement interventions
Health system related interventions to improve individual and population health
literacy can be divided into four categories:
1. Provision of simplified/more attractive written materials
2. Technology-based communication techniques
3. Navigator services
4. Training of educators and providers
4.1.1 Provision of Simplified/More Attractive Written
Materials
Health information materials and official documents—including informed consent
forms, social services forms and public health and medical instructions—often use
jargon and technical language that make them difficult to use (Rudd et al. 2000, cited
in IOM 2003, p.168). Moreover, studies suggest that health information is often more
difficult to comprehend than other types of information (Root and Stableford 1999).
Most of the approaches in this category involve producing patient information
materials that are written with simplified language, have improved format (for
example, more white space and friendlier layout), or use pictograms or other graphics.
4.1.2 Technology-Based Communication Techniques
A systematic review of technology-based communication techniques shows that such
decision aids improve knowledge, reduce decisional conflict and stimulate patients to
be more active in decision-making without increasing anxiety (O’Connor et al. 1999).
One widely-used type of technology-based communication technique is
telephone-delivered interventions (TDIs), in which counselling and health reminders
are delivered using the telephone or through text messaging. TDIs can vary by the
Section 4: What can WE do to strengthen health literacy?
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type of service provider and the extent to which the call is scripted. They may also
vary depending on characteristics and responses of the individual, and the extent to
which subsequent calls take into account information from other encounters with the
person (IOM 2002).
New communication technologies offer educational opportunities that
help people to be more involved in their health decisions and treatment. These
technologies include web-based learning, audio-visual aids (for example videos,
DVDs, spoken word), interactive games and ‘mobile health’ (M-health). ‘Mobile
health’ is working on capturing the power of short message service (SMS) messaging
to support literacy. One example of this is in India. ‘Baby Centre’ is a service to which
mothers can SMS their due dates to a service centre. They will then receive a set of
texts with their injection dates and scan dates, thereby providing a tailored response
(Ratzan 2009, pers. comm.).
4.1.3 Navigating Health Systems
Many health systems, particularly at institutional and community level, have tried to
make their services more navigable by using case managers and navigators to help
patients. Navigators can be community health workers, lay or professional, paid or
volunteers, but their role is to help patients through the health or social care system.
They can be trained to provide health education, interpret health information and
assist in obtaining access to services (Freeman et al. 1995).
4.1.4 Provider Training
Providers should be trained to communicate more effectively to help them care for
patients with limited health literacy. Training should focus on enhancing clinician
communication skills and understanding of cultural sensitivities (Frankel and Stein
2001). Furthermore, the need for improved clinician skills in fostering mutual learning,
partnership-building, collaborative goal-setting and behaviour change with and for
chronic disease patients has been identified (Wagner 2003; Youmans and Schillinger
2003). Training works best when it is informed by users with limited health literacy,
who are often under-represented in clinical research (IOM 2004, p277).
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Times of illness often provide ‘teachable’ moments and opportunities to enhance
health literacy skills and knowledge.

Health education can be provided in formal and informal settings.

Section 4: What can WE do to strengthen health literacy?
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4.2 Educational Systems
Schools and other formal and informal educational establishments play a key role in
developing general, health and media literacy skills in all countries. They can assist
children and adults to learn about healthy and unhealthy choices and where to find
reliable information. The development of such literacy skills should be included in all
primary, secondary and adult education programmes.
The opportunity to provide health education also exists within institutional
and community-based health services. There is a sound justification for embedding
health literacy instruction into these settings for children and adults. Educational
research has documented the impact of context and content on learning, retention
and transfer. This research has shown that learners retain and apply information best
in contexts similar to those in which they learned it (Bereiter 1997; Mayer & Wittrock
1996; Perkins 1992).
Box 4 : Criteria for health education curricula
(Lohrmann and Wooley 1998)
1.

Be research-based and theory-driven.

2.

Include information that is accurate and developmentally appropriate.

3.

Actively engage students using interactive activities.

4.

Ensure all students model and practise relevant social skills.

5.

Discuss how social or media influences affect behaviour.

6.

Support health-enhancing behaviour.

7.

Provide adequate time for students to gain knowledge and skills.

8.

Train teachers to effectively convey the material.

For example, children and young people can learn about health and hygiene,
nutrition and physical activity while learning about sexual and reproductive health.
Information about birth control can be given at the same time as information about
the prevention of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases—so-called dual
protection. Learning opportunities also exist during immunization experiences, such
that families and recipients understand the disease and the public health benefits of
immunization.

24

Section 4: What can WE do to strengthen health literacy?

Obstacles to Health Education Initiatives
The World Health Organization (1996) has described several barriers that may impede
the implementation of school health programmes. Firstly, policy makers and political
leaders, as well as the public at large, often do not fully understand the true impact
of modern school health programmes on health. Secondly, some may not support
the programmes because the content is considered too controversial, for example
those that discuss HIV infection, other prevalent STDs and unintended pregnancy.
Thirdly, modern school health programmes require effective collaboration, especially
between separate education and health agencies (IOM 2004, p.145). Any planned
educational intervention will need to address these potential obstacles.
4.3 Media marketplaces
For many people media marketplaces—including print, radio, television, internet,
mobile phones and public advertising spaces—are a main source of health
information. These marketplaces shape people’s health perceptions, behaviours
and choices even though they often contain information of variable quality that can
be more confusing than helpful. Separating fact from fiction requires some welldeveloped health literacy skills. National health information services, like the NHS
Direct in the UK (http://www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk/), can help provide support to people
in deciphering and navigating these health information marketplaces. Some basic
quality control standards and certifications, such as the Health On the Net (HON)
standards (http://www.hon.ch/HONcode/Conduct.htm), have been developed for
health web pages but have not yet been applied globally and have not been shown to
make websites easier to understand.
Commercial and political interests often dominate the media marketplaces.
Industries, such as tobacco, alcohol and fast food companies, use sophisticated
communication techniques which glamourise and promote unhealthy products
and lifestyles. Recognising and countering these negative health messages require
literacy skills to distinguish credible, reliable and independent information from
sales-driven product marketing and advertising.
Interventions
Increasingly, public health advocates and educators are using a wide range of
technologies, media and social marketing approaches to get independent, evidencebased information to stand out and shape people’s perceptions, choices and
behaviours.
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This domain of health literacy activity has been a very active area for health and
related media literacy interventions in all countries. Public information approaches
which strengthen health literacy are thought to provide a necessary basis for:
•

informed decision-making;

•

understanding of bias and levels of evidence;

•

statistics and probabilities; and

•

critical thinking skills.

Edutainment
Educational entertainment approaches—so-called edutainment—have been
shown to have a positive impact upon learning and action by target audiences. For
example, studies indicate that discussions of immunization on soap operas in some
countries have actually increased the number of mothers seeking vaccinations for
their children (Glik et al. 1998).
4.4 Home and community settings
People are called upon to make daily ‘health’ decisions in their homes and
communities. Families, friends, peers and community resources are key sources
of health information. These sources model behaviours and shape the early and
continuing development of functional health literacy skills related to product
and service choices. They also provide basic information about health-promoting,
health-protecting and disease-preventing behaviours, as well as self and family care,
‘alternative therapies’, available support services and first aid.
4.4.1 Challenges
Chronic diseases
According to the World Health Organization (2005), chronic diseases (for example
diabetes, emphysema, heart disease, cancer) currently account for more than half
of the global disease burden in both developed and developing countries. People
with chronic diseases have more health literacy demands, such as the need for self
management (see below), coordinating care with multiple providers and managing
multiple lifelong prescription medications. These people, however, often have fewer
health literacy skills.
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The WHO and several international health professional associations have called
for major changes in health workforce training to develop the provider skills required
to meet the health literacy and other needs created by the prevalence of chronic
illness. Skills called for include the ability of providers to support self-managed care,
build more partnership-based provider–patient relationships, and communicate
more effectively (Pruitt and Epping-Jordan 2005).

© Photo by Kara Jacobson

Self management
In the past, patient health management was primarily the responsibility of the
physician. However, in many health systems people are increasingly encouraged to
take more responsibility for their own health. To make appropriate self-management
decisions, people must locate health information, evaluate the information for
credibility and quality, and analyse risks and benefits. Furthermore, people must
be able to ask pertinent questions and express health concerns clearly by describing
symptoms in ways the providers can understand (IOM 2004, p168).

Health care providers need to take ‘universal precautions’ in relation to health literacy and
assume that everyone may have trouble understanding health information. They should take
steps to strengthen their own and their institutions’ communications.
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Community participation
Community participation aims to identify, shape and advance shared interests in
priority issues for community health. This might be investment in education for
self-care, increased penetration of vaccinations, elimination of vectors and control of
sexually transmitted diseases. Investment in such participatory health literacy skill
development can help individuals to utilize systems effectively and help key systems
and settings improve their health literacy ‘friendliness’ (IOM 2004, p213).
4.5 Workplace settings
The workplace directly influences the physical, mental, economic and social wellbeing
of workers and in turn, the health of their families, communities and society. It
offers an infrastructure to improve health literacy through educational and health
promotional interventions.
WHO (2008) has defined workplace health promotion as the combined
efforts of employers, employees and society to improve the health and wellbeing of
people at work. It places particular emphasis on improving the work organisation
by increasing workers’ participation in shaping the working environment and
encouraging professional development.
Some health promotion activities in the workplace tend to focus on a single
illness or risk factor (for example, HIV/AIDS or heart disease) or on changing personal
behaviours (for example, smoking and diet). However, there is a growing appreciation
that there are other determinants of workers’ health—for example, environmental
and family stresses that affect employee wellbeing—that need to be addressed as
part of a more comprehensive approach.
WHO has introduced the concept of the health promoting workplace (HPW)
as an integrated way of paying proper attention to workers’ health and safety. HPW
programmes aim to:
• Help workers make healthier decisions and choices for themselves and their
families;
• Reduce workplace-related health risks;
• Enhance awareness and action regarding protecting health from work-related
environmental factors – for example, pollution control;
• Influence occupational health and safety programmes so they help reduce
worker and community risks;
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•
•

Use the workplace setting for medical diagnosis, health screening and
assessment of functional capacities; and
Link with other community-based activities related to major diseases (e.g., HIV/
AIDS, heart disease) as part of larger disease prevention and control strategies.
(WHO 2008)

4.6 Policy-making arenas
Policies at all levels (institutional, community, national and regional) shape the factors
which determine health literacy and health. The engagement of citizens in policymaking processes is a fundamental democratic principle. Furthermore, a key trend
in many health system reforms is empowerment of patients and the development
of more patient-centred care. To function effectively in politics and policy-making,
people need the ability to advocate for policy change; be active citizens (for example,
vote); be knowledgeable about health rights and responsibilities; and be able to
participate in health organisations.
Advocacy
This guide sees advocacy as an important part of the health literacy skills continuum.
Advocacy3, as discussed here, applies mainly to policy changes in systems. These
‘systems’ include any institution, community, citizen group, association or agency,
governmental or non-governmental, public or private, national or international, that
can influence individual and community health.

3

The term ‘advocacy’, particularly in the sense in which it is used in this guide, may not translate directly
into some languages and several words may be needed to capture the sense of the English word. The
advocacy focused on in this guide is not legal advocacy, i.e. pleading for another person in court or
upholding the legal or human rights of one or a group of clients at their request (Wheeler 2000; Mallik
1998).
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Section 5: Messages to key stakeholders
General Public
1. Strengthen your own health literacy—engage with formal and informal
education systems.
2. Ask and act—seek out information from health providers, systems and other
reliable sources. Where access is denied, advocate for change.
3. Support others—join forces with others in patient associations or community
groups seeking enhanced alignment between skills and demands.
Policy Makers
1. Recognise the importance of strengthening health literacy and that
improvements in health equity, affordability and quality require health literacy.
2. Put health literacy on the agenda. Develop policies that support health literacy
development.
3. Fund necessary research.
Health Professionals and Advocates
1. Approach health literacy with ‘universal precaution’: i.e., assume everyone has
weak health literacy skills and pay careful attention to all communications. Weak
health literacy is common and often undisclosed.
2. Create health literacy friendly health care settings. Adapt materials, forms and
signs accordingly. Make navigation easier.
3. Enhance your communications skills. Provide information in accessible,
understandable and culturally sensitive ways. Professional schools and
professional continuing education programmes in health and related fields,
including medicine, dentistry, pharmacy, social work, anthropology, nursing,
and public health, should incorporate communications into their curricula and
areas of competence.
4. Advocate for system change where needed. Use your professional associations
and cultural authority to catalyse policy and structural changes needed to
strengthen people’s skills and systems’ healthy literacy friendliness.
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Researchers
1. Develop and test assessment tools which can measure skills and abilities and
demands and complexities. Current assessment tools and research findings
cannot differentiate among (1) reading ability, (2) lack of background knowledge
in health-related domains, such as biology, (3) lack of familiarity with language
and types of materials, and (4) cultural differences in approaches to health and
health care. No current measures of health literacy include oral communication,
writing, advocacy and citizenship skills and none measure the health literacy
demands on individuals within different contexts.
2. Develop causality models that can explain the relationships between skills and
demands at different life stages and in different settings.
3. Evaluate interventions. There is a need for more intervention-based evaluations
with guidance on efficacy and efficiency.
Educators
1. Use all formal and informal settings to teach health literacy. Educators should take
advantage of all opportunities to transfer relevant health-related information.
2. Use new approaches and technologies. There is a need to develop more nonreading solutions, recognising that addressing health literacy goes beyond
better-written communications.
3. Pay attention to different needs throughout the lifespan.
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Section 6: Building national and local health literacy
action plans
1.	Recognise the problem and its significance. Include health literacy on
your action agenda.
• Assess health literacy among your target populations.
• Measure the alignment of skills/abilities with task demands/complexity.
Both must be measured. The goal is for both to be ‘health literate’.
• Identify and monitor indicators that will reflect progress toward aligning
skills with demands.
• Measure skills and abilities on multiple levels. What gets measured gets
done.

Measures of Skills
and Abilities

Individual level: reading
assessment tools
Community level: geo coding
mapping
Population: household surveys

2.

Support improvements in education and information access.
• Make health literacy skills an essential element on school agendas.
• Help children and adults opt for healthy choices in everyday life.
• Help people access and evaluate reliable sources for health information.

3.

Build health literacy friendly systems that better align demands with
skills.
• Identify the specific health demands/tasks for targeted health actions.
• Understand and simplify navigational demands.
• Sensitise and train providers.
• Identify and communicate essential information and desired behaviours
in an accessible, understandable and culturally sensitive way.
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4.

Set, measure and evaluate goals for improved alignment of skills/
ability with task demands/complexity.

5.	Engage with members of your target population at all stages of
planning, implementation and evaluation. The real experts in health
literacy are those with trouble understanding what they must do to
take care of their health.
•
•
•

Tasks: How complex are they?
Information: Is it
understandable?
Navigation demands: Can they
be simplified?

Measurements of
Demands/ Complexity

Section 6: Building health literacy action plans
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Part 2 extended version with case studies
will be published in the fall 2009.
Full version will be available Autumn 2009. Please consult our online publications
store at http://www.whcaonline.org/publications.html for news of this and other
WHCA publications. Please subscribe to our automatic service to keep you informed
of the exact publication date.
We wish you a pleasant reading!
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