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Abstract:



Health literacy has been a prominent issue on the agenda of the World Health Organization (WHO) for almost two decades. WHO recently established a strong global mandate for public policy action on health literacy by positioning it as one of three key pillars for achieving sustainable development and health equity in the Shanghai Declaration on Health Promotion. Several countries have national health literacy policies, with many others expected to develop them in the immediate future. It is, therefore, timely to examine current policy approaches to health literacy. The purpose of this study was to analyze a selection of existing policy documents for their strengths, limitations and themes, and offer observations about their potential to improve health literacy and health outcomes. In doing so our intention is to offer lessons and advice from early adopters that will have usefulness for future policy development and implementation. We selected six policies for review; Australia, Austria, China, New Zealand, Scotland, and the United States. We used a set of criteria to guide a systematic analysis of policy documents for their context, intended target audiences, objectives, proposed actions and interventions, evidence of financial investment and intentions to monitor outcomes. We observed a number of common features that provide helpful signposting for future policy development in other countries. All represent a response to perceived deficiencies in the quality of patient communication and patient engagement. Most present health literacy as a universal challenge, with some also identifying groups who are of higher priority. They all recognize the importance of professional education in improving the quality of communication, and most recognize that the health literacy responsiveness of the health system needs to be improved. However, there was significant variability in linking resources to specific strategies and actions, as well as in the systems for monitoring progress and accountability for progress. This variability reflects important contextual differences between countries and health systems. However, this lack of specificity will likely have an impact on the priority given to improving health literacy and on the long-term sustainability of defined actions to improve health literacy in populations.
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1. Introduction


Health literacy has become a subject of wide interest in the past decade, and several countries have current national health literacy policies or have incorporated health literacy as a priority issue within broader health strategies. It is not difficult to understand why. For researchers interested in health and disease causality, “health literacy” has become a convenient way of describing a measurable variable that can be used to understand and explain variation in health and disease outcomes. For clinicians, work over many years, mainly in the US, has established health literacy as an identifiable and manageable risk in clinical care, of particular importance in the management of long-term and complex conditions that depend upon successful patient engagement and management. For public health practitioners, health literacy is conceptually attractive in its fit with contemporary health promotion, understood as a personal “asset” that can be developed through educational and other interventions to support greater personal and community control over a range of determinants of health.



There is no doubt that wide scientific interest in health literacy has underpinned the policy interest. Over the past 20 years there has been a proliferation of studies that have provided definitions [1,2], conceptual models [3,4,5], and measurement tools [6,7,8]. Others have described the relationship between health literacy and health outcomes [9] and population prevalence [10,11]. This research has produced consistent evidence that low health literacy is a public health challenge across all parts of the world, and that it is modifiable through effective educational intervention and health system improvement.



This scientific interest has been mirrored by the growing interest of national and international organizations including, specifically, the World Health Organization (WHO) throughout this period. This was first evident from background work in support of a global conference on health promotion in Jakarta, Indonesia in 1997 [12] becoming a “key action” identified in the WHO Bangkok Charter for Health Promotion in a Globalized World [13]; and most recently described as one of three central strategies in the 2016 WHO Shanghai Declaration on promoting health in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development [14].



The Shanghai Declaration has established a clear global mandate for the prioritization of health literacy within public policy, promoting the role and responsibility of governments to act. Countries and regions are already responding to this call to action [15], and the recently commissioned WHO Health Evidence Network synthesis report on Health Literacy Policy in the WHO European region [16], as well as the discussion generated through the first WHO Community of Practice on Health Literacy, provides evidence of the demand for guidance on effective health literacy policy development [17,18].



The policies and strategies that have emerged vary according to the way in which different countries and localities conceptualize health literacy and respond to perceived needs.



Each of the existing national policies and strategies has different origins, influences and processes that have informed their development and implementation, and have invariably been influenced by the political and health system contexts in which they were developed.



Policies articulate the intentions of governments to address public issues, including the priorities to be addressed and the courses of action to be taken [19]. These may take the form of broad informal policy statements, or more formalized documents such as policy frameworks, strategic plans or action plans. While health policies vary significantly in design and scope, most will or should contain common, observable elements. For example, they should establish a clear purpose, measurable goals and objectives, and actionable strategies [19]. They should also establish targets and specify mechanisms for monitoring, evaluating and reporting on implementation progress and policy outcomes [20]. This may include guidance to stakeholders on their roles and responsibilities in implementing the policy [21]. These elements can be objectively observed and reviewed for strengths and weaknesses, and general and specific lessons.



Policy responses to health literacy are likely to proliferate in the coming years, and it is timely to examine the early lessons emerging from those countries that have moved first in their public policy responses. The purpose of this study is to analyze a selection of existing policy documents for their strengths, limitations and themes, and offer observations about their potential to improve health literacy and health outcomes. In doing so our intention is to offer lessons and advice from early adopters that will have usefulness for future policy development and implementation.




2. Methods


Policy analysis is a retrospective, descriptive process of explaining various aspects of a particular policy. This may include the context, processes, actors and stakeholders (including their values and power), or the policy content such as the stated goals, intentions, actions and strategies [19,20,21]. Documentary analysis, or policy document analysis is a common approach to analyzing the content of policies, which can be useful for assessing the extent to which they contain the elements necessary to support successful implementation and achievement of the intended outcomes. Quantitative and qualitative methods can be used in policy document analysis [21]. Quantitative methods seek to systematically quantify the policy information according to predetermined categories, for example how many policies contain a concept of interest. Qualitative policy analysis is also a systematic process that aims to identify key concepts and themes. For example, Fisher et al. [22] undertook a qualitative analysis of health policy documents to determine the extent to which they address the social determinants of health and health inequities.



We undertook a review and analysis of six policy documents between August and November 2017. We selected health literacy policies from Australia, Austria, China, New Zealand, Scotland, and the United States for both practical and methodological reasons. Firstly, they were publicly available at the time of review and published in either English or German. Secondly, they were developed and implemented in diverse contexts, reflecting varying political and economic systems and conditions, and different healthcare systems, structures and public health approaches. Thirdly, the countries are sited in three WHO Regional groupings (Western Pacific, Europe and the Americas).



We adapted the policy analysis framework developed by Trezona et al. [23] to guide a systematic qualitative analysis of the six policy documents in this study. The authors developed the framework specifically for the purpose of analyzing the way in which policy documents prioritize, operationalize and resource health literacy. They then tested the utility of the framework by applying it to a set of Australian health policies. The framework has been tested and shown to be useful for analyzing policy documents containing health literacy, thus we determined it to be suitable for this study. However, the framework was previously applied quantitatively to rate and rank policy documents. We considered a qualitative approach to be more appropriate for achieving the aim of this study, therefore we adopted a number of criteria from the framework to guide a qualitative analysis and data extraction process. These were the criteria relating to policy objectives or priorities, proposed actions and interventions, allocation of resources and intentions to monitor policy outcomes. We also added criteria relating to the policy context and target audiences. The full list of analysis criteria is shown in Table 1.


Table 1. Criteria for analyzing and extracting data from policy documents.





	1
	What is the name of the policy?



	2
	When was it published?



	3
	Who published the policy (i.e., government department)?



	4
	What was the policy context in which it was developed?



	5
	Who are the intended target audiences of the policy (i.e., consumers, health professionals, hospitals)?



	6
	What are the stated objectives or priority areas of the policy?



	7
	What are the stated actions/interventions/strategies for addressing health literacy?



	8
	Does the document explicitly state the allocation of funding to support policy implementation?



	9
	Does the policy explicitly state a commitment to monitoring/measuring the policy outcomes? If so, what monitoring/measurement mechanisms are proposed?









The authors undertook the first round of analysis by extracting data from the six policy documents and organizing it in data collection sheets according to the above criteria. In order to verify the accuracy of the data extraction and interpretation, we invited key informants from the six countries to comment on the data presented in the data collection sheets. Specifically, they were asked to comment on whether the findings had been misinterpreted or misrepresented, or if there was critical information missing from the results. We received feedback from five of the six countries (we were unable to get feedback from our key informant in New Zealand). This feedback was generally positive regarding the accuracy of the representation of the policy, and our interpretation of its key elements. It also enabled us to improve the accuracy of our analysis by reporting information that was not explicitly stated in the policy documents, such as governance and oversight responsibilities, sources and level of expenditure related to the policy, and monitoring and evaluation mechanisms that are in place. We have also made specific references to information provided by key informants where this was not verifiable through currently accessible documents.



We present case studies for each country to provide an overview of their policy approach and observations about their strengths and weaknesses. We then compare and contrast the policies to describe the similarities and differences between the objectives and actions described, and to reveal trends in approaches to health literacy policy development across countries.




3. Results


A descriptive summary of each country’s policy is presented below. This includes the policy title, year of publication and publishing organization, a brief description of the context in which the policy was developed, and an overview of the high-level policy priorities, objectives, and/or action areas.



3.1. Australia


Federal, state and territory and local governments have a shared responsibility for health governance in Australia, including policy development and implementation, and the management of healthcare systems. Their respective roles are specified in the National Healthcare Agreement [24] The federal government has responsibility for the three core elements of Australia’s universal public health system: (i) The national public health insurance scheme (Medicare), which provides free or subsidized benefits for most medical, diagnostic and allied health services; (ii) The Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS) which provides subsidized prescription medications; and (iii) The private health insurance rebate, which covers private hospital services and many out-of-hospital services not covered by Medicare [25]. State and territory governments are primarily responsible for public hospitals, ambulance services, community health services and mental healthcare.



The federal government is responsible for developing policies that set a national public health agenda, whereas state and territory governments set the public health agenda for their jurisdictions, as well as develop the program and funding guidelines that mandate the way services are expected to operate, including specific targets for service delivery. National advisory and regulatory bodies also play a significant role in shaping the priorities and direction of healthcare in Australia, and in monitoring the performance of the healthcare system.



In 2014 the National Statement on Health Literacy was released in Australia [26]. The Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in Healthcare (ACSQHC) is a corporate Commonwealth entity, jointly funded by the federal and state and territory governments in Australia. Its role is to ensure safe and high-quality health systems, including through the establishment of the National Safety and Quality Health Service Standards [27] and the ongoing accreditation of healthcare services. The ACSQHC is not a governing body, therefore the National Statement does not constitute a formal government policy, however it was endorsed by all federal, state and territory health ministers, signaling their at least in-principle commitment to addressing health literacy in Australia.



The ACSQHC developed the National Statement in order to increase an understanding of health literacy across relevant sectors, and promote a coordinated and collaborative approach to systematically addressing it nationally [26]. The document describes three strategic areas: (i) Embedding health literacy into systems; (ii) Ensuring effective communication; and (iii) Integrating health literacy into education. It also lists a range of actions divided into the role of consumers, healthcare providers, healthcare organizations, government organizations and policymakers (including regulatory and advisory bodies). The National Statement is reinforced by the incorporation of health literacy into the National Safety and Quality Health Service Standards. These standards are reviewed and revised regularly in consultation with the Australian Government, state and territory partners, consumers, the private sector and other stakeholders, and endorsed by all health ministers in Australia [28].




3.2. Austria


Responsibility for healthcare governance in Austria is shared between a number of institutions at federal and provincial levels. The federal government plays a central role in the development of legislation, with many implementation responsibilities delegated to provincial governments and social security institutions. Public health services are jointly provided by federal, provincial and local authorities, and supported by a compulsory, universal health and social insurance system. Ten national health targets currently guide healthcare reform in Austria to ensure coordinated planning, implementation and cross-sectoral action [29].



Health literacy is one of ten health targets for Austria, which were drafted in 2012 at the direction of the Federal Health Commission of Austria and the Austrian Council of Ministers [30]. In 2014 the Ministry of Health released the policy National Health Target No. 3: Improving Population Health Literacy. The policy is now being implemented in a two-fold approach, in which the aspects relating to the healthcare field are being implemented through the ongoing healthcare reform process, for which the Austrian Ministry of Health, the Austrian ‘Länder’ (Federal subdivisions) and social insurance have shared responsibility. The aspects relating to the ‘health in all policies’ dimensions of health literacy are being implemented through the intersectoral Austrian Health Literacy Platform [30].



The policy aims to improve health literacy for all people living in Austria, with a specific focus on vulnerable populations and sub-policies targeted to specific groups. The document describes three priority areas (articulated as sub-policies): (i) improve the health literacy-friendliness of healthcare services; (ii) improve individual health literacy (especially vulnerable groups); and (iii) improve health literacy-friendliness of the production and service sector. Actions under priority one include the implementation of a national strategy on improving the quality of communication in healthcare, promotion of the application of standard criteria (15 indicators) for good quality health information, the development of Austrian web portal on trustworthy health information, and making low threshold health consultation available through a 24-h telephone-based consultation service. Actions under priority two include health literacy-coaching for clients of health insurance companies, strengthening the responsibility of the education sector to lay the foundations for health literacy in schools, and supporting healthcare interactions of people who speak German (mother tongue) as a second language through a video interpreting service. Actions have not been articulated for priority three. However, it will focus on making it easier for consumers to make healthy decisions by providing good quality consumer information on products [30].




3.3. China


The Chinese National Government has overall responsibility for health legislation, policy development and administration in China, with local governments (provinces, cities, counties and towns) responsible for providing healthcare services. The National People’s Congress is responsible for health legislation, but policies may also be implemented by the State Council and Central Committee of the Communist Party. The National Health and Family Planning Commission (at the federal and local level) oversees healthcare delivery, including quality and safety, and administration of the Center for Disease Control and Prevention. In terms of health system financing, China has a publicly funded health insurance scheme, which is financed and provided by local governments and covers primary, specialist, emergency department, hospital care, mental healthcare, prescription and traditional medicine. The public health insurance scheme is complemented by a rapidly growing private health insurance scheme [31].



China released its National Plan of Health Literacy Promotion Initiatives for Chinese Citizens in 2008, which together with the ‘Health Literacy for Chinese Citizens–Basic Knowledge and Skills Trial’ (combining initiatives for health professionals and urban and rural residents) represents the Ministry of Health of the People’s Republic of China’s commitment to addressing health literacy, as well as the guiding document for the implementation of health literacy initiatives by all Provincial Departments of Health, autonomous regions, municipalities, Xinjiang Production and Construction Corps, the cities specifically designated in the State Plan, and the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention [32].



The first part of the document outlines the objectives, targets and measures for the policy, and sets out the governance and accountability expectations for implementation of the policy by administrative departments at county, city and district levels. The second part of the document summarizes a range of content topics, divided into three sections: (i) basic knowledge and concepts; (ii) healthy lifestyles and behaviors; and (iii) basic skills, which presumably form the topics to be included in initiatives implemented at local levels.



The National Plan was developed for the purpose of promoting and popularizing the ‘Health Literacy for Chinese Citizens-Basic knowledge and skills Trial’, with four key objectives or targets:

	
To establish a health sector leading, multi-sector social participatory working-network of Health Literacy Promotion Initiatives with a coverage rate of 100 percent, 80 percent, and 60 percent in province, city/prefecture and county level respectively.



	
At least 80 percent of the professionals in the working-network to be trained.



	
To establish a Chinese citizens’ health literacy surveillance and evaluation system.



	
At least 60 percent of counties all over the country will carry out communication activities of ‘Health Literacy 66’ (the basic health knowledge and skills that have been identified for all Chinese citizens) [32].








The document also describes five key action areas or ‘tasks’ to be implemented as part of the policy, which can be briefly summarized as establish and improve the working network (leadership and governance), strengthen capacity building activities (workforce development), conduct communication activities, carry out health literacy surveillance, and develop demonstrative models (demonstration sites).




3.4. New Zealand


In New Zealand, the health system is largely publicly funded with the federal government responsible for setting the health policy agenda, service requirements and public funding allocation, while geographically defined district health boards are responsible for planning and delivering services. The Ministry of Health has overall responsibility for the health and disability systems, with support from specific purpose agencies such as the Health Promotion Agency and The Health Quality and Safety Agency [33].



While New Zealand does not have a specific health literacy policy, health literacy is incorporated as a key priority in the New Zealand Health Strategy 2016–2026 [29]. The Strategy is required by New Zealand legislation that governs publicly funded health and disability services, which together with the New Zealand Disability Strategy, provides a framework for the delivery of all health and disability services. The Health Strategy is comprised of two documents; the main document establishes the broad ‘future directions’ for the health system and the companion document details the ‘roadmap of actions’ [34].



Health literacy is incorporated into the ‘people-powered theme’, one of five strategic themes within the strategy. The theme promotes building health literacy and active two-way engagement, with a broad focus on ensuring people have access to and can understand the information they need to manage their care, enabling individuals to make choices about their care, partnering with people to design services based on their needs and preferences, and communicating effectively and providing navigation support. Two action areas specifically relating to health literacy are described, one that focuses on individuals by providing health information to support self-management (including the use of digital technologies), and one that focuses on making the health system more health literacy responsive [35].




3.5. Scotland


The Scottish Government is responsible for healthcare legislation and financing, as well as setting national objectives and priorities for the National Health Service (NHS). NHS Health Boards (there are 14 across Scotland) are responsible for delivering health services that achieve the national objectives and priorities, which includes planning and commissioning hospital and community health services. The NHS Health Boards establish community health partnerships at a local level to ensure local authorities and patients are involved in healthcare delivery [36].



The Scottish Government released its first health literacy policy in 2014 with Making it Easy: A Health Literacy Action Plan for Scotland, the aim of which was for health and social care services to systematically address health literacy as a priority to improve health and reduce health inequalities, and for all people in Scotland to have the confidence, knowledge, understanding and skills needed to live well [37]. The Action Plan formed part of a broader policy agenda, contributing to the goals of Scotland’s 2020 Vision for Health and Social Care Policy, the NHS Scotland Healthcare Quality Strategy, and upholding the Patient Rights Act.



The first Action Plan was comprised of four key actions areas: (i) Increase workforce awareness and capabilities to address health literacy; (ii) Promote the development and spread of existing and new health literacy tools, innovations and technologies; (iii) Develop a National Health Literacy Resource including a ‘clearinghouse’ and community of practice; (iv) Establish a National Demonstrator Site.



Building on the progress made with the first action plan, the Scottish Government recently released its second action plan Making it Easier: A Health Literacy Action Plan for Scotland 2017–2025 [38], which is a key element of its agenda to better support people through shared decision making. Its aim is to improve health literacy practice across the health and care system by removing barriers, making services easier to navigate, making information more responsive to need, and ensuring the design of services are informed by health literacy needs.



The second action plan describes three overarching action areas: (i) Share the learning from Making it Easy; (ii) Embed ways to improve health literacy in policy and practice; and (iii) Shift the culture by developing more health literacy responsive organizations and communities.




3.6. United States


In the United States, the health system is funded through a mix of public and private financing mechanisms, with the majority of the population relying on private insurance. The Affordable Care Act (2010) has been a key reform, and aims to achieve universal coverage, greater affordability and higher quality care, and establishes a shared responsibility for health insurance provision between the government, employers and individuals. In terms of health system governance, the United States (U.S.) Department of Health and Human Services is the principal federal government agency responsible for healthcare in the U.S. It is made up of a number of agencies and institutions, including the Centers for Medicare and Medicade Services (which play a central role in administering aspects of the public insurance schemes), the Centre for Disease Control and Prevention, and the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality [39].



The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion) released the U.S. National Action Plan to Improve Health Literacy in 2010 [40], which aims to stimulate a society-wide movement to create a health literate America. The Action Plan is built on a vision of a society in which everyone has access to accurate health information, person-centred health information and services are delivered and lifelong learning to promote good health is supported. The document describes seven goals for achieving this vision:

	
Develop and disseminate health and safety information that is accurate, accessible, and actionable



	
Promote changes in the healthcare system that improve health information, communication, informed decision making, and access to health services



	
Incorporate accurate, standards-based, and developmentally appropriate health and science information and curricula in child care and education through the university level



	
Support and expand local efforts to provide adult education, English language instruction, and culturally and linguistically appropriate health information services in the community



	
Build partnerships, develop guidance, and change policies



	
Increase basic research and the development, implementation, and evaluation of practices and interventions to improve health literacy



	
Increase the dissemination and use of evidence-based health literacy practices and interventions.








These goals provide the frame for action, with a set of strategies outlined under each goal (154 in total), grouped according to the stakeholders with a potential role in implementing them [39].




3.7. Data Analysis


Results of the data analysis processes are presented in Table 2. The ‘Priority Areas’ column includes information that was expressed in the policy document as a priority, goal, objective or strategic area. The ‘Actions/Strategies’ have been summarized into key themes identified within the policy document, rather than the full list of actions. Data were only included in ‘Funding Allocation’ and ‘Monitoring and Evaluation’ columns if these were explicitly stated in the policy document. Our key informants were able to provide us with additional information, which is discussed later.


Table 2. Analysis of selected policy documents.













	Country
	Target Audiences
	Priority Areas #
	Actions/Strategies
	Funding Allocation *
	Monitoring & Evaluation (M&E) *





	Australia
	
	
Healthcare providers



	
Healthcare organizations



	
Organizations that support healthcare workers



	
Government organizations



	
Education providers



	
Social services





	
	
Embedding health literacy into systems



	
Ensuring effective communication



	
Integrating health literacy into education





	
	
Increase consumer knowledge and skills through education



	
Improve the skills and practices of the health workforce



	
Provide and support professional development



	
Develop and implement health literacy policies (organization level)



	
Improve healthcare design and delivery



	
Advocate for funding allocation for health literacy initiatives





	Not explicitly stated in the policy
	Not explicitly stated in the policy.



	Austria
	
	
People living in Austria



	
Vulnerable groups





	
	
Improve the health literacy-friendliness of healthcare services



	
Improve individual health literacy (especially vulnerable groups)



	
Improve health literacy-friendliness of the production and service sector





	
	
National strategy to improve quality of communication in healthcare



	
Apply standard criteria when developing health information



	
Develop web portal



	
Provide telephone-based consultation service



	
Health literacy coaching for clients of health insurance companies, strengthen role of education sector in health literacy



	
Provide video interpreting service



	
Provide good quality consumer information on products





	Not explicitly stated in the policy
	Yes, in line with monitoring of all ten Austrian Health Targets. Includes monitoring progress intervention implementation and regular analysis of defined indicators. Will include use of the health literacy survey scheduled for 2019.



	China
	
	
Health professionals



	
Health organizations and health education institutes



	
Autonomous regions and municipalities



	
Urban and rural residents



	
Chinese citizens across the whole country





	
	
To establish a health sector leading, multi-sector social participatory working-network of Health Literacy Promotion Initiatives with a coverage rate of 100 percent, 80 percent, and 60 percent in province, city/prefecture and county level respectively



	
At least 80 percent of the professionals in the working-network to be trained



	
To establish a Chinese citizens’ health literacy surveillance and evaluation system



	
At least 60 percent of counties all over the country will carry out communication activities of ‘Health Literacy 66′





	
	
Establish and improve the working network (leadership and governance)



	
Strengthen capacity building activities (workforce development)



	
Conduct communication activities



	
Carry out health literacy surveillance



	
Develop demonstrative models (demonstration sites)





	Yes. Centrally funded through government, including for related initiatives (Health Literacy 66 and the Basic knowledge and skills trial). Health administrative departments at all levels are also required to incorporate local Health Literacy Promotion Initiatives into the health sector’s annual budget to ensure their implementation.
	Yes. Ministry of Health conducts monitoring and evaluation of the “Health Literacy Promotion Initiatives” to assess policy implementation.

Autonomous regions and municipalities health administrative departments are required to undertake M&E according to the local conditions.

The policy includes actions to set up M&E capability, including systems, technical support and training for professionals.

A health literacy ‘surveillance’ system has been implemented.



	New Zealand
	
	
Government agencies



	
National bodies; i.e., Health Quality and Safety Commission New Zealand



	
Maori and Pacific health providers



	
District health boards



	
Primary healthcare services



	
Disability services



	
Social care services





	
	
People have access to and can understand the information they need to manage their care



	
Enable individuals to make choices about their care



	
Partner with people to design services based on their needs and preferences



	
Communicate effectively and providing navigation support





	
	
Support self-management of health through the use of digital technologies, such as social media, mobile applications and video games (7 sub-actions)



	
Make the health system more responsive, including through shared decision making, cultural competence and increased engagement (7 sub-actions)





	Not explicitly stated in the policy
	Yes, the policy states that the Ministry of Health will monitor work undertaken on the actions in the roadmap. It states that a set of measures on health outcomes and equity will be used to track progress, however these are not contained within the document.



	Scotland
	
	
People working in health and social care





	
	
Remove barriers (to access)



	
Make services easier to navigate



	
Making information more responsive to needs



	
Ensure the design of services is informed by health literacy needs





	
	
Public awareness of health literacy



	
Use of health literacy tools and techniques by professionals providing care



	
Provide better information at point of entry and discharge from services



	
Shared care planning and support



	
Promote a culture of shared decision-making



	
Support way-finding and navigation



	
Build networks of health literacy champions



	
Build the skills of the workforce (health and social care)



	
Build organizational health literacy responsiveness (undertake organizational assessments)





	Not explicitly stated in the policy
	Not explicitly stated in the policy.



	United States
	
	
Professionals



	
Public and private sector organizations Communities



	
Policymakers



	
Educators



	
Librarians



	
Clinicians



	
Social services providers



	
Researchers





	
	
Develop and disseminate health and safety information that is accurate, accessible, and actionable



	
Promote changes in the healthcare system that improve health information, communication, informed decision making, and access to health services



	
Incorporate accurate, standards-based, and developmentally appropriate health and science information and curricula in child care and education through the university level



	
Support and expand local efforts to provide adult education, English language instruction, and culturally and linguistically appropriate health information services in the community



	
Build partnerships, develop guidance, and change policies



	
Increase basic research and the development, implementation, and evaluation of practices and interventions to improve health literacy



	
Increase the dissemination and use of evidence-based health literacy practices and interventions





	The action areas of the plan align with the goals, with 158 strategies listed across the 7 action areas, summarized as:

	
Develop and distribute high quality, accessible and culturally appropriate health information



	
Improve health information, communication, and decisions making in the healthcare environment and improve access to health services



	
Incorporate health information into child care and education curricula



	
Provide adult education, English language programs, and culturally appropriate services in the community



	
Build partnerships and develop guidelines and policies that support and promote health literacy



	
Increase research and evaluation on interventions to improve health literacy



	
Increase the uptake of evidence-based health literacy practices and interventions





	Not explicitly stated in the policy
	Not explicitly stated in the policy.







* Key informants provided useful additional information regarding funding and monitoring/evaluation, which is verifiable but not evident from the published document. We refer to this in the discussion. # ‘Priority Areas’ includes information that was expressed in the policy document as a priority, goal, objective or strategic area.










4. Discussion


The very existence of this first group of national health literacy policies and national strategies indicates that governments in significantly different parts of the world have recognized the need to respond to the personal and societal challenges represented by inadequate health literacy in populations. It is too early in the cycle of implementation to make definitive observations about the impact of these policies on health literacy in each of the countries. At this early stage, our goal was to consider the policies against established criteria for describing and assessing a health policy and to make some early observations that may be useful to countries considering the development of similar policies or national strategies.



From our analysis, we can observe that these policies all have some common features. All represent a response (at least in part) to perceived deficiencies in the quality of patient communication and patient engagement in the healthcare system. These responses range from structured guidelines and standards for healthcare organizations (such as in Australia), to the more instrumental (such as the “initiatives” and “demonstration sites” identified in the China strategy) [32] through to more aspirational statements (such as those reflected in the U.S. strategy) [39]. Most present health literacy as a universal challenge (applying to all patients and/or communities), with some also identifying groups who are higher priorities (for example children and young people in the U.S. Strategy) and/or at greater risk (for example Austria) [30]. All recognize the importance of professional education in improving the quality of communication, with Australia, China and Scotland having explicit commitments.



Most policies and strategies recognize that the responsiveness of the health system to variations in patient health literacy needs to be improved. These make clear that organizational change is required, with the necessary action expressed in different forms, such as “embedding health literacy into systems’ (Australia), “making the health system more responsive” (New Zealand); “building organizational health literacy responsiveness” (Scotland), and “promoting changes in the healthcare system” (U.S.).



China, the United States and to some extent Austria also have policies that overtly seek to influence and improve health literacy in the wider community, and identify a range of actions to support this. These range across improvements to adult literacy and language programs (U.S.), strengthening the role of the education sector in health literacy and providing better quality consumer information on products (Austria), through to more generic calls to public awareness of health literacy (Scotland).



Thus far, only China has undertaken population health surveys on an annual basis and these show modest but continuing gains in health knowledge and skills that are consistent with “Health Literacy 66” [32]. Of the other countries, Austria has baseline information on a population level from the European Health Literacy Survey [11], and Australia is undertaking a population survey in 2018 that might be used to monitor future change. The US has some data on some issues for some populations, but not universal population data on health literacy that is related to its national strategy.



Relative to the examples from China and Australia, the strategies in the U.S., New Zealand and Scotland appear to be more “enabling”, with less prescribed pathways for implementation, and variable mechanisms for monitoring and accountability. In Austria and New Zealand, the health literacy policy is embedded in a wider health and healthcare strategy, with some specific, funded activities, and a system for monitoring on a population level.



The other policies offer less obvious connections between objectives and practical actions. The U.S. has set clear targets for improving health literacy and has developed a comprehensive and integrated strategy to achieve those outcomes. But ownership and accountability are much less clear, and responsibility for action is diffuse. Some new resources are connected to the strategy, but not in an obvious and systematic form. The Scottish and New Zealand policies are clearly connected to the healthcare system with implied responsibility, but less well-defined ownership, accountability and resourcing.



Some strategies come with dedicated funding to support expected actions. China presents the clearest example of funding aligned to specific programs and activities, with Austria also identifying dedicated funding in support of the policy. The others are not systematically linked to new or dedicated funding, reflecting an underlying expectation that existing resources will be used differently or repurposed to support the ambitions of the policy. In the U.S. resources have been allocated to support some elements of the strategy, for example through enhanced funding for health literacy research.



As “first movers” in the development of national health literacy policies, the governments of these six countries are to be commended. These are all important public statements of priorities by government that have actual or implied commitment of resources and provide a mechanism for public accountability. When examined against established criteria for describing and assessing a policy some significant variations can be observed.



Based on publicly accessible information, the policy from China appears to be the most complete in having clearly defined goals, linked strategies and actions for different levels of government, some dedicated resources, and a system for monitoring and accountability. Australia has a highly structured approach to working with healthcare services based on an established system for monitoring health system standards and backed by an accreditation process, but this approach is inevitably limited in its reach and impact with the wider population. Austria has a more complete and detailed national strategy, some commitment of resources that are linked to identified priorities, but not such a clear system for monitoring progress and accountability against the stated priorities. The U.S. has an impressively comprehensive strategy but less obvious systems for linking resources and defined action to the achievement of the strategy. Scotland and New Zealand both have approaches that are embedded within the health system but recognize the need for action beyond healthcare. Both are commendably enabling and aspirational, but currently lack detail on resourcing, monitoring and accountability.



These differences undoubtedly reflect the significant differences in healthcare systems, and in political preferences. For example, the contrast in approach taken by China and the U.S. reflects the significant differences in political and social structures in those countries, and the healthcare systems that emerge from such diversity. Australia, Austria, Scotland, and New Zealand have different forms of universal healthcare delivered through devolved governance structures. These health systems require significant but variable direct government investment and tend to be responsive to policies that are more enabling than prescriptive, more devolved than centralized.



Limitations


In deciding on which policy statements to include in the review we were inevitably constrained by the availability of sufficient English and German language material to be able to review and make comparative observations. The structure that we used to examine the available information assisted us in making comparative observations but inevitably restricted our ability to reflect the fundamentally different social and political context in which policy is formed and acted upon. We were able to obtain some of this feedback by using “key informants” in each of the countries and have tried to add this to the discussion, but inevitably some of the subtle and nuanced differences between countries and their political systems are likely to have been lost in this process. This is most obvious when considering the tools and mechanisms for national policy implementation that vary so markedly between countries. Those countries with significantly devolved decision-making and relatively limited national policy implementation incentives (such as the U.S.), contrast markedly with countries having more centralized policy-making and well-defined structures for local implementation (such as China).



The increasing recognition of the potential for health literacy to promote health and improve health services/systems is driving the emergence of new policies all the time. We are aware that since completing this review, policies have been issued in Germany, and are under development in Belgium, the Czech Republic, the Russian Federation and Portugal, making this review both topical and timely [16].





5. Conclusions


This first group of policy statements on health literacy provide a rich resource for current analysis and future learning. Each can be assessed against objective criteria but must also be understood as highly context specific. There are many positives in all of the examples we have examined, particularly in respect of the public acknowledgement of the challenge to improve health literacy, the priority given to the responsiveness of the health system, and the stimulus to improve the education and training of front-line staff in the health system (and beyond).



Policies focused on improving the effectiveness of health services carry strong political weight, in promising improved clinical quality and safety, and better health outcomes for patients. A broader focus on developing health literacy through community health education was harder to find but has greater potential to develop health literacy skills with wider application across the life-course. The absence of a clear, substantial and practical commitment to building health literacy in community populations was a notable deficit in most of the policies. Both approaches are necessary to advance health literacy in populations.



There was significant variability in linking resources to specific strategies and actions, in the systems for monitoring progress, and in accountability for progress. This variability reflects some of the important contextual differences between countries and health systems. However, this lack of specificity will often have an impact on the priority given to improving health literacy relative to other, more “urgent” and politically higher-profile priorities that have more immediate and visible impact on healthcare delivery (for example reducing patient waiting times). This, in turn, can have an impact on the long-term sustainability of defined actions to improve health literacy in populations as its visibility slips.







Author Contributions


Conceptualization, D.N., A.T., G.R.; Methodology, A.T., D.N., G.R.; Formal Analysis, A.T., G.R.; Investigation, A.T., G.R., D.N.; Data Curation, A.T.; Writing–Original Draft Preparation, A.T., D.N., G.R.; Writing–Review & Editing, A.T., D.N., G.R.; Visualization, A.T.; Project Administration, G.R., A.T.




Funding


This research received no external funding.




Acknowledgments


We would like to acknowledge and thank Andrew Pleasant and Jany Rademakers for their advice on our approach to this study. We would also like to acknowledge and thank Christina Dietscher, Cindy Brach, Cynthia Baur, Naomi Poole and Tian Xiangyang for providing feedback and advice as key informants in this study.




Conflicts of Interest


The authors declare no conflict of interest.




References


	1. 
Institute of Medicine. Health Literacy: A Prescription to End Confusion, Institute of Medicine. Retrieved 23 May 2004. Available online: http://www.nationalacademies.org/hmd/Reports/2004/Health-Literacy-A-Prescription-to-End-Confusion.aspx (accessed on 23 May 2013).

	2. 
Peerson, A.; Saunders, M. Health literacy revisited: What do we mean and why does it matter? Health Promot. Int. 2009, 24, 285–296. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	3. 
Sorensen, K.; Van den Broucke, S.; Fullam, J.; Doyle, G.; Pelikan, J.; Slonska, Z.; Brand, H.; (HLS-EU) Consortium Health Literacy Project European. Health literacy in public health: A systematic review and integration of definitions and models. BMC Public Health 2012, 12, 80. Available online: http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-2458/12/80 (accessed on 17 April 2013). [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	4. 
Paasche-Orlow, M.; Wolf, M. The causal pathways linking health literacy to health outcomes. Am. J. Health Behav. 2007, 31, S19–S26. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	5. 
Nutbeam, D. Health literacy as a public health goal: A challenge for contemporary health education and communication strategies into the 21st century. Health Promot. Int. 2000, 15, 259–267. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	6. 
Osborne, R.H.; Batterham, R.W.; Elsworth, G.R.; Hawkins, M.; Buchbinder, R. The grounded psychometric development and initial validation of the Health Literacy Questionnaire (HLQ). BMC Public Health 2013, 13, 658. Available online: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23855504 (accessed on 3 March 2014). [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	7. 
Davis, T.C.; Crouch, M.A.; Long, S.W.; Jackson, R.H.; Bates, P.; George, R.B.; Bairnsfather, L.E. Rapid assessment of literacy levels of adult primary care patients. J. Fam. Med. 1991, 23, 433–435. [Google Scholar]

	8. 
Parker, R.M.; Baker, D.W.; Williams, M.V.; Nurss, J.R. The test of functional health literacy in adults: A new instrument for measuring patients’ literacy skills. J. Gen. Intern. Med. 1995, 10, 537–541. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	9. 
Berkman, N.D.; Sheridan, S.L.; Donahue, K.E.; Halpern, D.J.; Viera, A.; Crotty, K.; Holland, A.; Brasure, M.; Lohr, K.N.; Harden, E.; et al. Health Literacy Interventions and Outcomes: An Updated Systematic Review, Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. 2011. Available online: http://effectivehealthcare.ahrq.gov/ehc/products/151/671/Health_Literacy_Update_FinalTechBrief_20110502.pdf (accessed on 20 May 2013). [Google Scholar]

	10. 
Murray, S.; Rudd, R.; Kirsch, I.; Yamamoto, K.; Grenier, S. Health Literacy in Canada: Initial Results from the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey; Canadian Council on Learning: Ottawa, ON, Canada, 2007; Available online: http://www.ccl-cca.ca/pdfs/HealthLiteracy/HealthLiteracyinCanada.pdf (accessed on 23 April 2013).

	11. 
HLS-EU Consortium. Comparative Report on Health Literacy in Eight EU Member States: The European Health Literacy Survey HLS-EU; HLS-EU Consortium: Vienna, Austria, 2012; Available online: http://ec.europa.eu/chafea/documents/news/Comparative_report_on_health_literacy_in_eight_EU_member_states.pdf (accessed on 13 May 2013).

	12. 
World Health Organization. The Jakarta Declaration on Leading Health Promotion into the 21st Century. In Proceedings of the Fourth International Conference on Health Promotion, Jakarta, Indonesia, 21–25 July 1997; World Health Organization: Geneva, Switzerland, 1997. [Google Scholar]

	13. 
World Health Organization. The Bangkok Charter for Health Promotion in a Globalized World. In Proceedings of the Sixth Global Conference on Health Promotion, Bangkok, Thailand, 7–11 August 2005; World Health Organization: Geneva, Switzerland, 2005. [Google Scholar]

	14. 
World Health Organization. Shanghai Declaration on Promoting Health in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. In Proceedings of the 9th Global Conference on Health Promotion, Shanghai, China, 21–24 November 2016; World Health Organization: Geneva, Switzerland, 2016. [Google Scholar]

	15. 
Budhathoki, S.S.; Pokharel, P.K.; Good, S.; Limbu, S.; Bhattachan, M.; Osborne, R.H. The potential of health literacy to address the health related UN sustainable development goal 3 (SDG3) in Nepal: A rapid review. BMC Health Serv. Res. 2017, 17, 237. Available online: http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28347355 (accessed on 27 March 2017). [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	16. 
Rowlands, G.; Russell, S.; O’Donnell, A.; Kaner, E.; Trezona, A.; Rademakers, J.; Nutbeam, D. What is the Evidence on Existing Policies and Linked Activities and Their Effectiveness for Improving Health Literacy at National, Regional and Organizational Levels in the WHO European Region? WHO Regional Office for Europe Health Evidence Network (HEN) Synthesis Report (Report 57) (In Press); WHO Regional Office for Europe: Copenhagen, Denmark, 2018. [Google Scholar]

	17. 
World Health Organization. WHO Global Coordination Mechanism on the Prevention and Control of NCDs; retrieved 28 July 2016; World Health Organization: Geneva, Switzerland, 2016; Available online: http://www.who.int/global-coordination-mechanism/working-groups/working-group-3-3/en/ (accessed on 28 July 2016).

	18. 
World Health Organization. NCDs and Health Literacy; retrieved 1 April 2018; World Health Organization: Geneva, Switzerland, 2018; Available online: https://communities.gcmportal.org/ncd-health-literacy (accessed on 1 April 2018).

	19. 
Keleher, H. Policy for Health. In Understanding Health, 4th ed.; Keleher, H., Ed.; Oxford University Press: Melbourne, Australia, 2016. [Google Scholar]

	20. 
Cheung, K.K.; Mirzaei, M.; Leeder, S. Health policy analysis: A tool to evaluate in policy documents the alignment between policy statements and intended outcomes. Aust. Health Rev. Publ. Aust. Hosp. Assoc. 2010, 34, 405–413. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	21. 
Buse, K.; Mays, N.; Walt, G. Doing Policy Analysis. In Making Health Policy, 2nd ed.; Buse, K., Mays, N., Walt, G., Eds.; Open University Press: Maidenhead, UK, 2012. [Google Scholar]

	22. 
Fisher, M.; Baum, F.; MacDougall, C.; Newman, L.; McDermott, D. A qualitative methodological framework to assess uptake of evidence on social determinants of health in social policy. Evid. Policy 2015, 11, 491–507. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef]

	23. 
Trezona, A.; Dodson, S.; Mech, P.; Osborne, R.H. Development and testing of a framework for analysing health literacy in public policy documents. Glob. Health Promot. 2018. [Google Scholar] [CrossRef] [PubMed]

	24. 
Council of Australian Governments. National Healthcare Agreement; Council of Australian Governments: Canberra, Australia, 2012. Available online: http://www.federalfinancialrelations.gov.au/content/npa/health/_archive/healthcare_national-agreement.pdf (accessed on 6 October 2017).

	25. 
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. Australia's Health 2016; AIHW: Canberra, Australia, 2016. Available online: https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-health/australias-health-2016/contents/summary (accessed on 5 October 2017).

	26. 
Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in Health Care. National Statement on Health Literacy: Taking Action to Improve Safety and Quality; retrieved 1 February 2015; Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in Health Care: Sydney, Australia, 2014. Available online: http://www.safetyandquality.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Health-Literacy-National-Statement.pdf (accessed on 1 February 2015).

	27. 
Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in Health Care. Governance; retrieved 1 August 2015; Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in Health Care: Sydney, Australia, 2015. Available online: http://www.safetyandquality.gov.au/about-us/governance/ (accessed on 1 August 2015).

	28. 
Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in Health Care. NSQHS Standards, 2nd ed.; retrieved 1 April 2018; Australian Commission on Safety and Quality in Health Care: Sydney, Australia, 2018. Available online: https://www.safetyandquality.gov.au/our-work/assessment-to-the-nsqhs-standards/nsqhs-standards-second-edition/ (accessed on 1 April 2018).

	29. 
Austrian Federal Ministry of Health. The Austrian Health Care Stystem: Key Facts; Austrian Ministry of Health: Vienna, Austria, 2013. Available online: https://www.bmgf.gv.at/cms/home/attachments/3/4/4/CH1066/CMS1291414949078/austrian_health_care_key_facts_2013.pdf (accessed on 25 June 2018).

	30. 
Federal Ministry of Health and Women’s Affairs. Österreichische Plattform Gesundheitskompetenz; Federal Ministry of Health and Women’s Affairs: Vienna, Austria, 2016. Available online: https://oepgk.at/ (accessed on 1 November 2017).

	31. 
Fang, H. International Health Care Stystem Profiles: The Chinese Health Care System; The Commonwealth Fund: New York, NY, USA, 2018; Available online: https://international.commonwealthfund.org/countries/china/ (accessed on 25 June 2018).

	32. 
Ministry of Health the People’s Republic of China. National Plan of Health Literacy Promotion Initiatives for Chinese Citizens 2008–2010; Ministry of Health the People’s Republic of China: Beijing, China, 2008.

	33. 
Gauld, R. International Health Care Stystem Profiles: The New Zealand Health Care System; The Commonwealth Fund: New York, NY, USA, 2018; Available online: https://international.commonwealthfund.org/countries/new_zealand/ (accessed on 25 June 2018).

	34. 
New Zealand Ministry of Health. New Zealand Health Strategy: Future Direction; retrieved 7 February 2017; New Zealand Ministry of Health: Wellington, New Zealand, 2016. Available online: http://www.health.govt.nz/publication/new-zealand-health-strategy-2016 (accessed on 7 February 2017).

	35. 
New Zealand Ministry of Health. New Zealand Health Strategy: Roadmap of Actions 2016; retrieved 1 June 2017; New Zealand Ministry of Health: Wellington, New Zealand, 2016. Available online: https://www.health.govt.nz/new-zealand-health-system/new-zealand-health-strategy-roadmap-actions-2016 (accessed on 1 June 2017).

	36. 
Scottish Government. NHSScotland-How It Works; Scottish Government: Edinburgh, Scotland, UK, 2018. Available online: http://www.ournhsscotland.com/our-nhs/nhsscotland-how-it-works (accessed on 25 June 2018).

	37. 
Scottish Government. Making It Easy: A Health Literacy Action Plan for Scotland; retrieved 12 June 2015; Scottish Government: Edinburgh, Scotland, 2014. Available online: http://www.gov.scot/resource/0045/00451263.pdf (accessed on 12 June 2015).

	38. 
Scottish Government. Making it Easier: A Health Literacy Action Plan for Scotland; retrieved 10 August 2017; Scottish Government: Edinburgh, Scotland, 2017. Available online: https://www.alliance-scotland.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Making-It-Easier-A-Health-Literacy-Plan-for-Scotland.pdf (accessed on 10 August 2017).

	39. 
The Commonwealth Fund. International Health Care Stystem Profiles: The United States Health Care System; The Commonwealth Fund: New York, NY, USA, 2018; Available online: https://international.commonwealthfund.org/countries/united_states/ (accessed on 25 June 2018).

	40. 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. National Action Plan to Improve Health Literacy; retrieved 20 May 2013; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: Washington, DC, USA, 2010. Available online: http://www.health.gov/communication/hlactionplan/pdf/Health_Literacy_Action_Plan.pdf (accessed on 20 May 2013).













© 2018 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).






nav.xhtml


  ijerph-15-01554


  
    		
      ijerph-15-01554
    


  




  





media/file0.png





media/file1.png





