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What we will cover

• Introductions

• What is health literacy?

• Health-literacy programmes that primarily are designed for 

use with and by communities and service users

• How health literacy programmes can fit with social prescribing 

models

• Questions
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Introductions
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Health literacy challenges



A definition of health literacy

“the personal characteristics and social 

resources needed for individuals and 

communities to access, understand, appraise 

and use information and services to make 

decisions about health.”

6

WHO, 2015.
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Why is health literacy is important?

7

People with low health literacy find it hard to:People with low health literacy find it hard to:

• discuss health information/medical concerns with healthcare 
providers 

• engage in self-care and disease management 

• successfully manage long-term health conditions 

• navigate their way through the healthcare system 

• act on medical, health or safety-related information

• use the emergency services effectively

Protheroe et al. (2016)
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Health literacy is a balance between the skills of the patient / family / 

community and the environment in which they live (health systems, 

education systems, social care systems etc.)

Parker, 2009

What is health literacy?
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The provider side of the coin:
“Health Literate Organisations”



What does a Health Literate organisation look like?

A Health Literate organisation does everything it possibly can to 

ensure that everyone is able to access, understand, appraise and 

use its information and services relating to making decisions 

about their health…

• Good communication (verbal and written);

• Helping people get around premises;

• Staff and volunteer training;

• Offering help to everyone as a matter of routine. 
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It is good for the people you are aiming to help

• Access the right services at the right time;

• Navigate health services;

• Attend appointments;

• Engage with disease prevention e.g. cancer screening, immunisation;

• Understand when they need help and feel confident accessing it in a 
timely manner;

• Communicate better with health staff;

• Avoid unhealthy behaviours; alcohol, unhealthy eating, smoking;

• Engage in healthy behaviours; good diet/normal weight, physical 
activity;

• Better understand labelling and how to take medicines correctly.
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• Skilled for Health programme uses an approach in which the two “worlds” of health 
improvement and adult learning were combined. It did this by creating a set of 
national Skilled for Health learning materials which embedded Language, Literacy 
and Numeracy (LLN) learning (Skills for Life) into health topics.

• For example, the participant might be learning about healthy eating, keeping active, 
taking medicines or how to register with a GP but the skills they are learning are LLN 
skills such as measures, using data, reading comprehension, vocabulary 
development, speaking, listening and responding. 

• For the adult learning professionals, the attraction of using the Skilled for Health 
learning materials was the use of the topic of health, as a learning context which is 
relevant and accessible to most people. Health was a “hook” into learning, making 
learning attractive to a cohort of the community who didn’t have access to or who 
had actively rejected formal education many years previously. 

• For the health professionals, the Skilled for Health approach was about addressing 
health inequalities by improving individual’s ability to make informed decisions 
about health and wellbeing in a range of settings; enhancing their health literacy. 
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The community or service user side of the coin: 

“Skilled for Health”
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www.healthliteracy.org.uk

mike.oliver@healthliteracymatters.co.uk

www.healthpsychologymatters.co.uk

07912 107572


