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From clinical 
challenge to 
global 
movement

Educational policy

1975

Educational and 
clinical concepts

1985

Measurements and 
interventions

1995

Interest groups and 
networks

2005

Global movement

2015



More than 60 
networks 
and interest 
groups 
around the 
world

Sørensen et al. (2018) Health literacy and social change: exploring networks and interests groups 
shaping the rising global health literacy movement. Global Health Promotion. Accepted.



Shifting 
paradigms 
to 
people-
centredness
and 
co-
production of 
health

Sørensen, 2018: Shifting the Health Literacy Mindset to Enhance People-Centred Health Services
https://health.gov/news/blog/2018/07/shifting-the-health-literacy-mindset-to-enhance-people-
centred-health-services/

https://health.gov/news/blog/2018/07/shifting-the-health-literacy-mindset-to-enhance-people-centred-health-services/


No one size
fits all



Policy advice

If we want health 
equity, we need to 
make health literacy a 
priority  

– Sylvia Mathews 
Burwell
Served as the 22nd United States Secretary of 
Health and Human Services under Obama 



The policy case for 
health literacy
 It is evident

 It is measurable

 It is feasible

 It is for the public good





Economic 
drain



Time to deliver
 For dignity

 For equity

 For people, not only 
systems

 For supporting health 
and wellbeing for all



Policy examples



The National 
Action Plan 
to Improve 
Health 
Literacy (US)

“We should address in 
a sustained manner 
the problem of health 
literacy in our Nation 
with a goal of 
improving health 
status witin and 
across populations”.



National 
action plans

Making it 
easy 
(Scotland)

 Highlights the hidden problem of low 
health literacy and the impact that this 
has on our ability to access, understand, 
engage and participate in our health and 
social care.

 Explains that low health literacy leads to 
poor health outcomes and widens health 
inequality.

 Calls for all of us involved in health and 
social care to systematically address 
health literacy as a priority in our efforts 
to improve health and reduce health 
inequalities.

 Sets out an ambition for all of us in 
Scotland to have the confidence, 
knowledge, understanding and skills we 
need to live well, with any health 
condition we have.

 Lays out the actions the Scottish 
Government and partners are taking to 
help all of us in health and social care 
collaborate and help realise this ambition.



Essential political 
buy-in
 Global mandate

 National and local 
policies, strategies, 
guidelines

 Healthy cities 

 Health literate 
organizations 

 High ambitions -
necessary to create the 
change

 Economic argument
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