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Health literacy 
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…the personal competencies and

organizational structures, resources and 

commitment which enable people to 

access, understand, appraise and use 

information and services in ways which 

promote and maintain good health

(Nutbeam & Muscat 2023)

Adapted from the WHO Health Promotion Glossary 

(Nutbeam & Muscat, 2021 Health Prom Int)

What is health literacy?
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Health literacy – A core set of abilities

Access Understand

Appraise
Use 

(act on)

Knowing where to 

go, e.g. how to find 

health information 

and access and 

receive care in-

person and online 

health sources/ 

services

Being able to 
understand the 

intended meaning of 
health information 
and identify key 

messages. 

Being able to 
evaluate/ appraise 

whether health 
information is reliable 
and applies to your 

own personal 
situation.

Identifying what to 
do, making health 

decisions and taking 
steps to complete 

health behaviours / 
use/ act on health 

advice 
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organizational structures, resources 

and commitment which enable people 

to access, understand, appraise and use 

information and services in ways which 

promote and maintain good health
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Individual skills / 

ability

• Low health literacy is 

common (estimated 60% of 

the Australian population in 

2006)

• Disproportionately affects 

socially-disadvantaged 

priority populations

• Associated with poorer 
health outcomes

Individual health literacy

• Poorer overall health status and 

higher all-cause mortality for older 

people

• Higher rates of medication errors, 
hospital visits and emergency 

department use

• Less likely to take up preventive 

services e.g. screening and 
vaccination

• *Poorer prevention behaviours and 

higher rates of chronic disease

• *Less likely to use primary care 

and allied health services (e.g. GP, 

physio, psychologist)
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Health literacy environment

• Verbal information: Only 47% of patients discharged from ED 

correctly recall verbal discharge instructions (Hoek et al 2020)

• Written information: 60-95% of written health information is too 
complex. 

E.g. Of 100 COVID-19 webpages, median grade reading level was 

12  (recommended level grade 8) (Mac et al 2021)

• Over 95% of Australian health websites written > grade 8 
(Cheng et al 2015)

• Commercial Bias: analysis of >500 popular online health sites 

• 10% of content ‘objective’, 14%  ‘transparent’
• 38% produced by commercial company

• 7% of content was from health organisations

• 10% from health professionals. (Armstrong et al 2021)

Systems demand 

and complexity 
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BHI Health Literacy Analysis 

In the one month following discharge, were you readmitted to any hospital or did you 

go to an emergency department because of complications related to the care you 

received? 

▪ After adjusting for covariates, there was a 67% (95% CI: 0.20, 0.52; p<.001) 

reduced odds of readmission to hospital or ED due to complications within one 

month of discharge for those who reported always receiving understandable 

information compared to those who reported never receiving understandable 

information. 

▪ There was a 49% (95% CI: 0.31, 0.85; p=0.009) reduced odds for those who 

reported sometimes receiving understandable information compared to those who 

reported never receiving understandable information. 
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Low health literacy is common + environment is 

too complex

Personal HL

up to 60% 
‘inadequate’ 

HL

HL 
environment 
60-95% of 
health info 

too complex  

14

ABS 2008,  

PIAC 2013
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Individual health literacy

Functional 
health literacy 

Communicative 
health literacy 

Critical health 
literacy 

Refers to the basic skills in reading 

and writing as well as knowledge of 

health conditions and health systems 

needed to understand and act on 

health information.
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Individual health literacy

Functional 
health literacy 

Communicative 
health literacy 

Critical health 
literacy 

More advanced skills required to 

access, understand and discriminate 

between health information from 

different sources, independently 

apply new information to changing 

circumstances and to make informed 

and shared health decisions.
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Individual health literacy

Functional 
health literacy 

Communicative 
health literacy 

Critical health 
literacy 

The most advanced cognitive and 

social skills which enable people 
to critically analyse health 
information from a variety of 

sources and use this information 
to exert greater control over 

personal health decisions and the 
wider influences on those 
decisions.
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literacy
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Functional: being able to 
read the label and correctly 
take the medication.

Communicative: Being able 
to ask questions of 
healthcare providers and use 
that information to know for 
which conditions this 
medication will be effective.

Critical: Being able to 
assess the reliability of online 
information about antibiotics; 
understanding why 
antibiotics are 
overprescribed and 
advocating for change.

Functional, communicative and critical health 

literacy
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Digital health literacy 

● Digital health literacy encompasses: 

○ i) individual skills and capacities to use digital health technology; and 

○ ii) whether the digital health environment meets community needs
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Digital health literacy frameworks 

The eHealth literacy framework (eHLF).

Kayser L, Karnoe A, Furstrand D, 

Batterham R, Christensen K, Elsworth G, 

Osborne R. A Multidimensional Tool Based 
on the eHealth Literacy Framework: 

Development and Initial Validity Testing of 
the eHealth Literacy Questionnaire (eHLQ). 

J Med Internet Res 2018;20(2):e36
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Digital health literacy 

● Poor digital health literacy is linked to lower health service 

engagement (e.g. GP visits), worse self-reported health 

and quality of life, lower use of electronic/online health 

information and poorer knowledge about health/disease. 

● National data on digital ability show it is socially patterned, 

with lower rates among people already experiencing 

disadvantage (e.g. with less education/income or 

disabilities, living in rural or remote areas, migrants and 

First Nations groups). 
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Health literacy and EMRs 

Designing using health literacy principles
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• Identify user motivations and goals

• Put the most important information first

• Describe the health behaviour – basics

• Positive tone

• Provide action steps

• Plain language

• Check content for accuracy

• Limit paragraph size (use bullets/lists)

• Meaningful headings

Health literacy and EMRs 
Designing using health literacy principles
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• Readable font (min 16 pixels/12 point)

• White space/avoid clutter

• Most important content above the fold

• Use links effectively

• Colour or underline to identify links

• Images to assist learning

• Appropriate contrast

• Printer friendly content

• Disability accessible

Health literacy and EMRs 

Designing using health literacy principles
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• Mobile content to meet user needs

• Simple and engaging homepage

• Label and organise content

• Create linear information paths

• Buttons have meaningful labels

• Clickable elements are recognisable

• Browser “back” button works

• Easy access to home and menu pages

Health literacy and EMRs 

Designing using health literacy principles
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• Simple search function

• Display search results clearly

• Share information through multimedia

• Intuitive interactive graphics and tools

• Tailored information

• User-friendly forms and quizzes

• Avoid registration. If unavoidable, make registration and 

logging in simple and obvious.

• Offer content in multiple languages

Health literacy and EMRs 

Designing using health literacy principles
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SHeLL Health Literacy Editor

Gives advice on the language 

used in the text

Incorporates various health 

literacy guidelines and resources 

in one place

Objective, immediate feedback

Learn as you go!

https://shell.techlab.works/ 

Video tutorials, self-check quiz 

and quick-start guide:

https://sydneyhealthliteracylab.

org.au/the-shell-editor/ 

Lead: Dr Julie Ayre

https://shell.techlab.works/
https://sydneyhealthliteracylab.org.au/the-shell-editor/
https://sydneyhealthliteracylab.org.au/the-shell-editor/
https://sydneyhealthliteracylab.org.au/the-shell-editor/
https://sydneyhealthliteracylab.org.au/the-shell-editor/
https://sydneyhealthliteracylab.org.au/the-shell-editor/
https://sydneyhealthliteracylab.org.au/the-shell-editor/
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Health Literacy Guidelines

Lower ‘grade reading scores’ mean the text is 

easier to understand. In Australia the target is 

Grade 8 reading level or lower. 

Grade reading score is lower for texts with 

shorter words and sentences.
READABILITY

The SHeLL Health Literacy Editor

• uses the Simple Measure of Gobbledygook (SMOG)

• Tells user which words and sentences are ‘long’

• More accurate grade reading score than other SMOG 
calculators (see Mac et al, 2022 JAMA Network Open)

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2799377
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Health Literacy Guidelines

• Text that uses common words are easier to 
understand.

• Medical jargon should be avoided where possible. If 
jargon is necessary, the word should be defined first.

• Health texts are likely to have some amount of 
complex language. Health literacy guidelines 
recommend minimising this where possible.

COMPLEX LANGUAGE

The SHeLL Health Literacy Editor

• Thesaurus: compiles public health thesauruses (e.g. 
CDC) to identify words that have simpler alternatives. 

• Uncommon words: identified using a database of 
>270 million words from different English-language 
sources

• Identifies acronyms
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COMPLEX LANGUAGE

For example:

The symptoms of anxiety are sometimes not all that obvious as they 

often develop gradually and, given that we all experience some 

anxiety at some points in time, it can be hard to know how much is 

too much.

Some general signs and symptoms of anxiety include:

• hot and cold flushes

• racing heart

• tightening of the chest

• snowballing worries

• obsessive thinking and compulsive behaviour
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• RCT (intervention vs usual processes) to evaluate the effects of 

SHeLL Editor on health literacy of health information

• 188 Australian health information providers

• Asked to revise 3 health texts on dementia, sciatica and cancer 

(approx. 40 mins)

• Primary outcome grade reading score, also looked at complex 

language, passive voice and PEMAT (subjective ratings). 

How well does the SHeLL Editor work?
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How well does the SHeLL Editor work?
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Ayre J, Bonner C, Muscat DM, et al. Online Plain Language Tool and Health Information 
Quality: A Randomized Clinical Trial. JAMA Netw Open. 2024;7(10):e2437955.
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Research 

Translation 
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Health Literacy Lab / Hub Partnership

• NSW Health initiative 

• Goal: to build and advance health literacy leadership and capacity at local and system levels from 

2024-2027.

• Collaborative partnership model – which brings together NSW Health and Sydney Health Literacy 

Lab staff within The Hub – offers meaningful and sustained collaboration to facilitate innovation, 
rigorous evaluation and accelerated translation into practice. 
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Health Literacy Lab / Hub Partnership

• Development and scale-up of the ePCP – electronic Patient 

Communication Portal 

• Digital portal and 5-step process to facilitate the development of health-

literate patient information materials 

• Health Literacy Editor embedded within ePCP
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Written 

communication – 

Health Literacy 

Checklist

Adapted from the Patient Education Materials 

Assessment Tool: https://www.ahrq.gov/health-

literacy/patient-education/pemat.html 

https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/patient-education/pemat.html
https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/patient-education/pemat.html
https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/patient-education/pemat.html
https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/patient-education/pemat.html
https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/patient-education/pemat.html
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Written 

communication – 

Health Literacy 

Checklist

Adapted from the Patient Education Materials 

Assessment Tool: https://www.ahrq.gov/health-

literacy/patient-education/pemat.html 
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ePCP

• Evaluated the 

effectiveness of 

the 5-step 

process in ISLHD

• Co-design 

process to 

increase usability 

of the ePCP 

portal 



The University of Sydney

Overview of the scale-up plan

▪ Our scale-up process will follow evidence-based guidance from NSW Health and 

the World Health Organisation.

▪ All NSW public health system organisations (LHD, specialty networks, pillars) will be 

offered the opportunity to adopt, implement and integrate the ePCP across their 

organisation. 

▪ Organisations will lead and tailor their local implementation efforts, with guidance 

and support from the Hub.

Tranche 1 LHDs

- SLHD
- HNELHD

- WNSWLHD

▪ Scale-up will be phased, initially starting with 

LHDs/organisations based on interest, local context and 

organisational readiness.  

▪ Informed by implementation-science frameworks, with mixed-

methods data collection 
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Health literacy and EMRs
Building health literacy to navigate EMRs
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● “Therefore, instead of making patient records inaccessible, the better solution 

will be to implement strategies like improving digital health literacy, which 

helps patients better understand their health records and minimize the risks 

and challenges that come with the implementation of e-health.”

● “Ultimately, the involvement of all stakeholders holds the key, as the 

participation of healthcare professionals, administrators, and patients in 

decision-making processes fosters stakeholder buy-in and acceptance of 

EMR systems.”
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Individual health literacy

Functional 
health literacy 

Communicative 
health literacy 

Critical health 
literacy 
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Health literacy and EMRs
Building health literacy through EMRs
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Individual health literacy

Functional 
health literacy 

Communicative 
health literacy 

Critical health 
literacy 
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“…we’re all on the same 

level”

Community-based health literacy programs 
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“…we’re all on the same 

level”

1. Meeting people where they are

2. The importance of time and safe spaces

Community-based health literacy programs 

“There’s no judgment.  I 

like the fact that….here 

we don’t judge each 

other.”

“…we’re all on the 

same level”
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Parenting+
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Health literacy and EMRs
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The SUCCESS App 
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Final reflections 
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“Ultimately, the involvement of all stakeholders 

holds the key, as the participation of healthcare 

professionals, administrators, and patients in 

decision-making processes fosters stakeholder 

buy-in and acceptance of EMR systems.”
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Sydney Health Literacy Lab, The University of Sydney 

https://www.sydneyhealthliteracylab.org.au
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Danielle.muscat@Sydney.edu.au 

Thank-you 

mailto:Danielle.muscat@Sydney.edu.au
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