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EDITORIAL

Health literacy is a  promising way to promote healthy 
behaviour, ensure health equity and drive progress towards the 
Sustainable Development Goals.

Health literacy is defined as the ability of individuals to “gain 
access to, understand and use information in ways which 
promote and maintain good health” for themselves, their 
families and their communities (1). Health literacy affects 
people’s abilities to interact with health-care providers, make 
informed health decisions, engage in self-management, 
navigate health systems, access health information and 
understand health messages in the public domain (2, 3). 
Through the life course, health literacy is a dynamic quality 
that applies not only to individual skills, but also to societies 
and organizations (4). Health literacy responsiveness, also 
referred to as organizational health literacy, refers to the ways 
in which services, organizations and systems make health 
information and resources available and accessible to people, 
according to their health literacy strengths and limitations (5).

The WHO Commission on Social Determinants of Health has 
identified poor health literacy as a likely contributor to health 
inequities between social groups (6) and health literacy has 
repeatedly been shown to be associated with social determinants 
of health (7–9). At the same time, low health literacy can be 
considered a  health risk factor independent of other social 
determinants of health, and many adverse health behaviours 
and health outcomes as well as inappropriate use of the health 
system have been associated with low health literacy (7, 10–13).

However, from a  public health perspective, enhancing 
health literacy can also be seen as a  means to facilitate the 
empowerment of citizens through the development of personal 
and collective knowledge and skills (14). Health literacy then 
becomes the enabler of promoting equitably distributed health 
and well-being for all, at all ages and in different contexts.

In 2013 health literacy was introduced in Health 2020: 
a European policy framework and strategy for the 21st century, 
in relation to efforts on health through the life course and 
people’s empowerment (15). Later, the document Priorities for 
health systems strengthening in the WHO European Region 
2015–2020: walking the talk on people centredness also 
recommended investment in health literacy and empowerment 
(16). Furthermore, a  European health literacy survey (HLS-
EU) with more than 8000 respondents across eight Member 
States (7) identified inadequate or problematic health literacy in 
almost half of respondents, which was discussed in the report 
Health Literacy: The solid facts published in 2013 (4). In this 
publication, health literacy was identified as both a means and 
an outcome of health promotion, community empowerment 
and participation, and requiring a whole-of-society approach.

More recently, the Shanghai Declaration on promoting health in 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (17) highlighted 
health literacy as a  global pillar of health promotion and 
health equity. In the declaration, Member States committed 
themselves to prioritize the empowerment of their citizens by 
promoting health literacy and to:
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• recognize health literacy as a critical determinant of health 
and invest in its development;

• develop, implement and monitor intersectoral national 
and local strategies for strengthening health literacy in all 
populations and in all educational settings;

• increase citizens’ control of their own health and its 
determinants, through harnessing the potential of digital 
technology;

• ensure that consumer environments support healthy 
choices through pricing policies, transparent information 
and clear labeling (17).

This special issue of Public Health Panorama explores and 
acknowledges the current progress that has been made in 
advancing health literacy across the WHO European Region. 
This attention to health literacy also reflects and upholds the 
Regional Office’s efforts, with dedicated support from the 
Member States, to develop a framework for a coherent health 
literacy approach in the European Region. Building on ongoing 
health-literacy-oriented regional activities and emerging 
interest among WHO Member States for expanding and/or 
strengthening health literacy nationally and in the Region, 
this European health literacy initiative promotes a  common 
vision and lays the groundwork for synergetic implementation. 
By providing guidance on the practical means of promoting 
health literacy, this initiative aims to strengthen leverage for 
Member States and the WHO Region as it aims to promote 
healthy behaviours and ensure health equity.

To this end, in this issue, researchers, practitioners and 
decision-makers report on their advancements and reflections 
on health literacy and health literacy responsiveness at 
different levels of society. It is crucial, that we keep up the pace 
and continue to explore public health action from a  health 
literacy perspective. Acknowledging people for what they are 
able to do contrary to what they carry with them in terms of 
personal, social and cultural challenges not only appears to be 
a potential key strategy in improving equitable distribution of 
health and well-being, but may also reduce the stigmatization 
related to the experience of social exclusion. We cannot afford 
to leave anyone behind.

REFERENCES1

1. Nutbeam, D. Health promotion glossary. Health Promot Int 
1998;13(4):349–364. doi: 10.1093/heapro/13.4.349.

2. Sørensen K, Van Den Broucke S, Fullam J, Doyle G, Pelikan 
J. Health literacy and public health: a systematic review and 
integration of definitions and models. BMC Public Health. 
2012;12:80 (https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/
articles/10.1186/1471-2458-12-80).

3. Rademakers J, Heijmans M. Beyond reading and 
understanding: health literacy as the capacity to act. Int 
J Environ Res Public Health. 2018;15(8):1676. doi:10.3390/
ijerph15081676.

4. Kickbusch I, Pelikan J, Apfel F, Tsouros A. Health literacy: the 
solid facts. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 
2013 (http://www.euro.who.int/en/publications/abstracts/
health-literacy.-the-solid-facts).

5. Dodson S, Good S, Osborne RH, Batterham R, Beauchamp 
A, Belak A, et al. Health literacy toolkit for low- and middle-
income countries: a series of information sheets to empower 
communities and health systems. National Network of 
Libraries of Medicine South-eastern/Atlantic Region; 2015 
(https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/205244).

6. Closing the gap in a generation: health equity through action 
on the social determinants of health. Final Report of the 
Commission on Social Determinants of Health. Geneva: 
World Health Organization; 2008 (https://www.who.int/
social_determinants/thecommission/finalreport/en/).

7. Sørensen K, Pelikan JM, Röthlin F, Ganahl K. Health literacy in 
Europe: comparative results of the European health literacy 
survey (HLS-EU). 2012. doi:10.1093/eurpub/ckv043.

8. Bo A, Friis K, Osborne RH, Maindal HT. National indicators of 
health literacy: ability to understand health information and 
to engage actively with healthcare providers: a population-
based survey among Danish adults. BMC Public Health. 
2014;14:1095. doi:10.1186/1471-2458-14–1095.

9. Heide I  Van Der, Uiters E, Sørensen K, Röthlin F. Health 
literacy in Europe: the development and validation of health 
literacy prediction models. 2018;26(6):906–11. doi:10.1093/
eurpub/ckw078.

10. Berkman ND, Sheridan SL, Donahue KE, Halpern DJ, Viera A, 
Crotty K, et al. Health literacy interventions and outcomes: 
an updated systematic review. Evid Rep Technol Assess. 
2011 Mar; (199):1–941 (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pubmed/23126607).

11. Eichler K, Wieser S, Brügger U. The costs of limited 
health literacy: a  systematic review. Int J  Public Health. 
2009;54:313–24. doi:10.1007/s00038-009-0058-2.

1 All references were accessed 7 August 2019.

https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-2458-12-80
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-2458-12-80
http://www.euro.who.int/en/publications/abstracts/health-literacy.-the-solid-facts
http://www.euro.who.int/en/publications/abstracts/health-literacy.-the-solid-facts
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/205244
https://www.who.int/social_determinants/thecommission/finalreport/en/
https://www.who.int/social_determinants/thecommission/finalreport/en/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23126607
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23126607


129

ТОМ 5  |  ВЫПУСК 2–3  |  ИЮНЬ–СЕНТЯБРЬ 2019 Г.  |  123–329ПАНОРАМА ОБЩЕСТВЕННОГО ЗДРАВООХРАНЕНИЯ

 

12. 12. Geboers B, de Winter AF, Luten KA, Jansen CJM, 
Reijneveld S. The association of health literacy with physical 
activity and nutritional behavior in older adults, and its social 
cognitive mediators. J Health Commun 2014;19(s2):61–76. 
doi:10.1080/10810730.2014.934933.

13. Friis K, Lasgaard M, Osborne RH, et al. Gaps in understanding 
health and engagement with healthcare providers across 
common long-term conditions: a  population survey of 
health literacy in 29 473 Danish citizens. BMJ Open 
2016;6:e009627. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2015-009627

14. Wilkinson RG, Marmot M, World Health Organization 
Regional Office for Europe, WHO Centre for Urban Health 
(Europe) and International Centre for Health and Society. 
Social determinants of health: the solid facts, 2nd edition. 
Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2003 https://
apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/108082.

15. Health 2020: a  European policy framework and strategy 
for the 21st century. Copenhagen: WHO Regional office for 
Europe; 2013 (http://www.euro.who.int/en/publications/
abstracts/health-2020.-a-european-policy-framework-and-
strategy-for-the-21st-century-2013).

16. Priorities for health systems strengthening in the WHO 
European Region 2015–2020: walking the talk on people 
centredness. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for 
Europe; 2015 (EUR/RC65/13; http://www.euro.who.int/
en/about-us/governance/regional-committee-for-europe/
past-sessions/65th-session/documentation/working-
documents/eurrc6513-priorities-for-health-systems-
strengthening-in-the-who-european-region-20152020-
walking-the-talk-on-people-centredness).

17. Shanghai Declaration on promoting health in the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development. Geneva: WHO; 2016 (http://
www.who.int/entity/healthpromotion/ conferences/9gchp/
shanghai-declaration.pdf).  n

EDITORIAL

https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/108082
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/108082
http://www.euro.who.int/en/publications/abstracts/health-2020.-a-european-policy-framework-and-strategy-for-the-21st-century-2013
http://www.euro.who.int/en/publications/abstracts/health-2020.-a-european-policy-framework-and-strategy-for-the-21st-century-2013
http://www.euro.who.int/en/publications/abstracts/health-2020.-a-european-policy-framework-and-strategy-for-the-21st-century-2013
http://www.euro.who.int/en/about-us/governance/regional-committee-for-europe/past-sessions/65th-session/documentation/working-documents/eurrc6513-priorities-for-health-systems-strengthening-in-the-who-european-region-20152020-walking-the-talk-on-people-centredness
http://www.euro.who.int/en/about-us/governance/regional-committee-for-europe/past-sessions/65th-session/documentation/working-documents/eurrc6513-priorities-for-health-systems-strengthening-in-the-who-european-region-20152020-walking-the-talk-on-people-centredness
http://www.euro.who.int/en/about-us/governance/regional-committee-for-europe/past-sessions/65th-session/documentation/working-documents/eurrc6513-priorities-for-health-systems-strengthening-in-the-who-european-region-20152020-walking-the-talk-on-people-centredness
http://www.euro.who.int/en/about-us/governance/regional-committee-for-europe/past-sessions/65th-session/documentation/working-documents/eurrc6513-priorities-for-health-systems-strengthening-in-the-who-european-region-20152020-walking-the-talk-on-people-centredness
http://www.euro.who.int/en/about-us/governance/regional-committee-for-europe/past-sessions/65th-session/documentation/working-documents/eurrc6513-priorities-for-health-systems-strengthening-in-the-who-european-region-20152020-walking-the-talk-on-people-centredness
http://www.euro.who.int/en/about-us/governance/regional-committee-for-europe/past-sessions/65th-session/documentation/working-documents/eurrc6513-priorities-for-health-systems-strengthening-in-the-who-european-region-20152020-walking-the-talk-on-people-centredness



