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Health literacy

• Get

• Understand

• Use

Health information



Why health literacy 
matters



Low health 
literacy is bad 
for your 
health

Preventing health 
problems

Managing health 
problems



Delayed diagnosis is deadly
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Clear 
communication

Improves 

patients’ physical 

and mental 

health



Addressing 
barriers

Better 

communication

for better health



Understandin
g your 

audience

Focus groups

Enquiries

Survey

User testing

Research

Staff engagement / training

Communication 

that connects



Health literacy barriers

■Literacy difficulties

■ Information format

■Emotions/beliefs 

■Structural issues 



 Literacy 
difficulties

Easy to read

■ Plain language principles

■ Visual communication

Easy to navigate

■ Summaries / key facts

■ Informative headings

■ Clear sections

■ Layered web information

Health 

information 

is often 

hard to 

understand

.



Before After

Visual communication



Before After

Visual communication



Visual communication – no words 
needed



Before After

Clearer navigation, colour-coded 
sections



Before After

Summary information



 Format 
barrier
s

Written materials 
don’t work for 
everyone



Alternative ways of giving 
information 

People with low health literacy often prefer to get information face to face



Work with information 
gatekeepers

Build a relationship with the people talking to your information 

audience



 Emotiona
l barriers 

 Fear 

 Fatalism

 Misinformation / false 

beliefs

 Denial

 Negative expectations

 Personal beliefs, values

 Anxiety, distress

Negative 

emotions can 

damage 

health 

literacy



Humour vs fear “Play with 

your balls –

doctor’s 

orders!”

Men liked humour, as it diffused their fears and anxiety about 

cancer



Finding the fearful –
Engagement strategies

 Community and youth groups

 Patient groups, GPs and hospitals

 Conferences

 Information stands

 Media advertising

 Social media

 Workplace initiatives

Get 

proactive 

with hard-

to-reach 

audiences

Fear can make people avoid health information. 



 Structura
l barriers 

 Financial issues

 Transport problems

 Availability of services

 Standard of care

 Computer access / skills



Building 
health 
literacy

 Saves lives

 Improves 

lives


