Health Literacy
[image: Health Literacy]What is health literacy?
Health literacy is the ability and motivation level of an individual to access, understand, communicate and evaluate both narrative and numeric information to promote, manage and improve their health status throughout their life time.
 
It is an important public health topic which has grown to considerable status across the globe in recent years.
 
Health literacy is more than just the ability to read and understand health related information; it also includes the motivation, ability and confidence to make informed decisions to help manage and improve health.
As such it is relevant to the whole population, including those who may not be currently in receipt of care.
 
Although health literacy is reliant on basic literacy skills, people with advanced literacy skills in normal life circumstances (home/work environment for example) may still have insufficient health literacy to effectively navigate the healthcare system. They may be unable to evaluate competently the vast and sometimes conflicting information required to manage or improve their health status.
 
Although inadequate health literacy levels can affect all segments of society, it is more common amongst the most disadvantaged and hard to reach.
 
Research has identified the following “high risk” groups: the elderly, those with limited education, ethnic minority groups, and those whose first language is not that of the resident country (Weiss, 2007). People with a lower socio-economic status are also at risk of limited health literacy skills.
 
People who are visually impaired and those who have learning disabilities are also identified as at risk populations, although they may not be as prominent as the previously mentioned groups (Weiss, 2007).
 
Impact of poor health literacy
Research indicates that low health literacy results in poorer health status (Nielsen-Bohlman et al. 2004).
 
Previous studies suggest that people with “inadequate or marginal health literacy skills have a 50 per cent higher mortality rate over a five year period than those with adequate skills” (Rootman & Gordon-El-Bihebety, 2008).
 
Studies in the USA have found that “medication errors, excess hospitalizations, longer hospital stays, more use of emergency departments, and a generally higher levels of illness (all attributable to limited health literacy) are estimated to result in excess cost for the US health care system of between $50 billion and $73 billion a year” (Weiss, 2007).
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