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Health literacy…

…is not simply a function of basic literacy skills, but is 
dependent on: 

individual and system factors 
communication skills of lay persons and 
professionals 
lay and professional knowledge of health topics, 
culture, 
the demands of the healthcare and public health 
systems, 
the demands of the situation/context 

— Healthy People 2010
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Special Issue Journal of Health Comm 2010
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Health Literacy:  What is it? (Berkman et al) 

Lack of shared meaning of the term “health literacy”, 
“a source of confusion and debate” (Baker, 2006)
The changing definition of literacy in U.S. history
13 different definitions of health literacy

“Lack of consensus about the definition of health 
literacy could potentially handicap progress in its 
measurement or delay solutions to significant 
problems” (p.18)
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Health Literacy: A Second Decade of 
Distinction (Parker & Ratzan)

“Blueprint for change” to achieve a health literate 
America (Parker et al, 2003)
Health literacy specifically included in two sections of 
Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act
Recommendations

Coordination and oversight within HHS for timely 
collection of data to monitor national trends in health 
literacy
Create metrics to reflect individuals’ skills but also the 
demands and complexities of the system
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Special Issue Journal of Health Comm 2011
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A Proposed Research Agenda (Pleasant et al)

Current measures have clearly made important 
contributions, but criticisms have been cited
Lack of a broadly shared understanding about causative 
structures underpinning the process of using health 
literacy to make informed decisions and the relationship 
between health literacy and behavior change
More agreement that health literacy competencies apply 
to information “seeker” and “giver”
“Building a comprehensive approach to measurement of 
the social construct called health literacy may well be the 
most significant and necessary task facing health literacy 
research and practice”(p.11)
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A Call for Basic Research (Johnson et al)

Benefit #3: Increasing precision in measurement

Multiple federal and non-federal sources call have 
called for more precise, accurate and 
comprehensive measurement of health literacy

Health literacy is hindered, in part, by a lack of 
clarity in the definition(s) of health literacy

By working with a smaller number of consensual 
definitions, the field will evolve toward agreement 
of what should be measured as part of health 
literacy
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Existing health literacy models and 
frameworks

A variety of existing models and frameworks describe 
factors that lead to the development of  health literacy 
skills 
Most illustrate the effects health literacy has on health 
related outcomes
Few convey the predictors, moderators, mediators, and 
outcomes of health literacy all in one model or theory 
(Pleasant, 2011)
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Next steps for the field of health literacy 
measurement?


