What Should You Know About Health Literacy?

"Health literacy" refers to the ability to make informed health-related decisions. It encompasses the skills needed
to understand, interpret, and apply health information. Tools have been developed to measure health literacy,
which can influence research, policymaking, and public health practices, including healthcare services, disease
prevention, and health promotion (Sgrensen et al. 2013).

The European definition incorporates various aspects of health literacy, such as clinical, medical, and public
health perspectives, while also considering the different needs of patients. It is both reactive (focused on
understanding information provided by experts) and proactive (focused on finding, accessing, evaluating, and
applying information independently) (Sgrensen et al. 2013).

In the European context, the HLS-EU (Health Literacy Survey — European Union) model and definition are used
to measure this phenomenon. The survey aims to assess an individual’s ability—depending on their current
circumstances and age—to access health-related information, distinguish between various sources, and
understand, personalize, and apply health information effectively. To operationalize this concept and model, a
matrix was developed (table), focusing on three general health domains (rows) and four cognitive information-
processing competencies (columns) (Sgrensen et al. 2013).

Access/ Appraise/
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information information information information
relevant to relevant to relevant to relevant to
health health health health
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medical and medical evaluate medical decisions on
clinical issues information and information medical issues
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the social of health in on health determinants
and physical the social determinants in the social
environment and physical in the social and physical
(5 items) environment and and physical environment
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1. table. Source: Sgrensen et al. 2013.

The HLS-EU-Q47 questionnaire was originally used to compare gender, age, educational attainment, social status,
and material deprivation in relation to health literacy. Regression models revealed that health literacy is
associated with these social factors, although the significance of these factors varies across countries. Results
related to health behaviors and health risks consistently showed an association with the frequency of physical
activity but were not as decisive in terms of alcohol consumption and smoking (Sgrensen et al. 2013).

To date, the HLS-EU survey, which has been recognized by the WHO Regional Office for Europe (Pelikan et al.
2021), has been conducted in several European countries, including Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic,
Denmark, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Malta, Portugal, and Switzerland, as well as in some Asian countries. The



aspects of health literacy are also taken into account in our research conducted within the framework of SOLACE-
CEE (Sgrensen et al. 2013).
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