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• Who is the Commission?

• What do we mean by health literacy?

• Why is it a problem?

• What is being done?

• Where to next?

Overview



The Commission
• National government organisation

• Funded by Commonwealth and all states and territories

• Leading and improving safety and quality in health care

• Strategic priorities are in the areas of:⎻ patient safety⎻ partnering with patients, consumers and communities⎻ quality cost and value⎻ supporting health professionals to provide safe and high-quality 
care.



What is health literacy?

Sorenson et al, BMC Public Health, 2012



Our complex health system



How the Commission sees health 
literacy…



Individual health literacy in Australia

• 59% of Australians have a level of individual 
health literacy that is below the “minimum 
required for individuals to meet the complex 
demands of everyday life”

• For those who spoke English as a second 
language it was around 75%

Australian Bureau of Statistics. Health Literacy, Australia, 2008



Factors that can influence…..



Why does it matter?

Berkman et al. Health Literacy Interventions and Outcomes: An Updated Systematic Review, 2011

Bush et al. Advancing Health Literacy Through Primary Health Care Systems, 2010

• People with low levels of individual health literacy:
– more likely to have poorer outcomes

– less likely to use preventive services

– more likely to be hospitalised

– poorer medication adherence

– poorer knowledge and understanding of their own condition

– less likely to attend appointments

– for older people – poorer overall health status and higher risk 
of death



Why does it matter?
• Potential economic impact of lower health literacy:⎻ at a system level: an increase of 3-5% of total health spending⎻ at an individual level: between US$143 – US$7798 increased 

spending per person

Eichler et al. Int J Public Health, 2009



Evolution of national policy
• Early 1990’s – conceptual policy, goals and targets

• Mid 2000’s - National survey (ABS) 

• Late 2000’s - increasingly referenced in policy reform 
and processes

• Early 2010’s – stronger focus on person-centred care 
and requirement for health literacy action

• Research on concept, measurement and tools growing 
in parallel to policy 



What’s happening nationally?⎻ Raising awareness ⎻ Discussing the concept and 
related issues⎻ Advocating for a 
coordinated approach⎻ Outlining the role that 
different individuals and 
organisations can play ⎻ Describing actions that can 
be taken



A coordinated and collaborative 
approach to addressing health 
literacy



Ensuring effective communication
• Understandable information available when people 

need it, and in the form that they need it

• Effective interpersonal communication – education and 
recall, shared decision-making



• Examples ⎻ service-wide processes for developing new information in 
collaboration with consumers⎻ development of tools and resources to support communication ⎻ use of teachback and other coaching techniques to share 
information and confirm understanding

Ensuring effective communication



Integrating health literacy into 
education

• Education and training for consumers about health and 
health literacy – children and adults

• Education and training about health literacy for 
healthcare providers – needs vary depending on role

• Education and training to improve communication



• Examples ⎻ developing health promotion frameworks that include a focus 
on health literacy⎻ delivering health promotion programs ⎻ educating and training staff in communication techniques and 
strategies

Integrating into education



Embedding health literacy into 
systems
• High level systems

• Organisational policies and procedures



• Example:⎻ Integrating health literacy and health education into school 
curricula⎻ Including communication education requirements in clinical 
curricula⎻ Having organisational policies to address health literacy⎻ Increasing the focus in the National Safety and Quality Health 
Service Standards (second edition)

Embedding in systems



Clinical Governance

Partnering with Consumers

Preventing and Controlling 

Healthcare-associated Infection

Medication Safety

Comprehensive Care

Communicating for Safety

Blood Management 

Recognising and Responding to 

Acute Deterioration

Embedding into systems



NSQHS Standards – Version 2
Health literacy overtly included:

• Standard 1 – easy to use signage and wayfinding

• Standard 2 – health literacy criterion including 
understanding community need, providing easy to 
understand information, confirming understanding and 
sharing decisions, involving support people

• Standard 5 – sharing decisions, goal-directed care 
planning, involving support people 



Criterion 3: Health literacy



• Recognise needs and preferences of individuals

• Tailor communication style to the individual

• Assume most people will have difficulty understanding 
and applying complex health information

• Use a range of techniques to confirm understanding

• Use evidence based ways of communicating risk

What can you do?



Other resources to help…



Summary

• Health literacy is a safety and quality issue

• Good communication is critical – and particularly 
important for people from diverse cultures and 
backgrounds

• We all have a responsibility reduce the barriers to 
health literacy




