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Aarhus: at the 
end of the 
rainbow



Kristine Sørensen
• Public Health

• Global Health Diplomacy

• Health Literacy

Empowering leaders to improve health 
literacy by design



More 
information on 
LinkedIn







Promoting health and 
well-being of people 
where they live, love, 
dream, work, vote, play… 

[or try to survive during 
poverty, war and 
disasters]… 



What is health literacy and why is it important?



Health literacy 
develops during 
the life course



Health 
education and 
health literacy Learning 

experiences

Health 
education

Ability to 
act

Health 
literacy

Process of learning experiences 
(formal, non-formal, informal) to 

pursue knowledge, motivation and 
skills

Measurable modifiable outcome of  
generated knowledge, motivation 

and skills



Health literacy helps saving time, costs and lives



Health literacy avoids people getting lost



Health literacy respects that no one size fits all



Health literacy helps building trust



Strengthens knowledge, attitudes and competencies



Health





Literacy



Health literacy defined
Health literacy is linked to literacy and concerns 

the knowledge, motivation and competencies 

to access, understand, appraise and apply information

in everyday life 

to form judgement and make decisions regarding

healthcare, disease prevention and health promotion 

to maintain and promote quality of life 

during the life course.
- Sørensen et al., 2012



Why is health 
literacy 
important?
• Health service use and health costs

• Health behaviour and outcomes

• Participation and empowerment

• Equity and sustainability



Nutbeam’s health literacy approach

Health 
literate 

people and 
societies

Critical 
health 
literacy

Interactive 
health 
literacy

Functional 
health 
literacy



Health literacy is content- and context-specific



Health literacy is 
like a chameleon 
reflecting the 
colour of the 
environment.







Parker & Ratzan’s relational approach

30

People System

Health 
literacy 

Complexity

Parker & Ratzan, 2010



What are the challenges?



Limited health 
literacy is a 
public health 
challenge in 
Europe
Impactful differences within and 
between countries

- WHO M-POHL network



Health literacy is 
a modifiable 
social 
determinant of 
health



Health literacy is 
big business
• 10-20% of health budgets 

attributed to limited health literacy

• United Health Group, US: one 
million unnecessary healthcare 
visits and addional costs of one 
billon dollars



Impacting 
human lives
• Lack of access to health services

• Lack of clear communication

• A silent epidemic

• Inequity due to a strong social 
gradient



It is time to bridge the health literacy gap!



Health literacy is a political choice



Health literacy accelerates sustainable development



Health literacy 
helps 
safeguarding the 
health and well-
being of people 
and planet
Inspired by Raworth, 2012



What can we do?



Meet people’s 
needs



Develop 
health literate 
organizations
Brach et al, 2012



Develop 
health literate 
systems
Sørensen et al., 2021



Increase 
political action



Access to 
health is a 
human right
- the Guide to Health Literacy by 
Council of Europe, 2023



Monitor population health literacy



Start early



Health-
promoting 
schools and 
communities



Invest in digital health literacy



Policy buy-in



Build capacity





Corporate 
health 
literacy



Helping people to 
navigate complex 
systems



People-
centered 
care



The evidence is 
growing



Health literacy - a 
global movement 
on the rise



Research trend in PubMed

2565 publications in 2022



Policy mandate and advice



Mobilizing commitment to change

International Health Literacy 
Association

Health 
Literacy 
Europe

Dutch 
Health 

Literacy 
Alliance

Asian 
Health 

Literacy 
Association

African 
Health 

Literacy 
Network

Portuguese 
Health 

Literacy 
Society



Health literacy for people 
and planet
Global Health Literacy Summit 2024



Vietnam 2024





Facilitate empowerment



Speak up





The future is health literate



Because we shape it!



It can be done!



Take the 
lead!
• Join the global health literacy 

community

• Enable and empower people

• Shape conducive environments



You are the

You are health literacy champions!



Face the challenge - Be the Change!
Tiene que ser posible



Thank you!
More inspiration? Check www.i-hla.org



Resources
1. Council of Europe (2023): Guide to Health Literacy

2. Economist Impact (2022): Health literacy around the world

3. WHO (2022): Health literacy for the prevention of NCDs

4. Sørensen et al. (2021): Building health literacy system capacity

5. Okan et al. (2019): International Handbook of Health Literacy

6. WHO (2013): Health literacy. The Solid Facts

7. Brach et al. (2012): Organizational health literacy

8. Sørensen et al. (2012): Review of health literacy definitions and models

9. The M-POHL network

10. The International Health Literacy Association

11. Health Literacy Europe

https://rm.coe.int/inf-2022-17-guide-health-literacy/1680a9cb75
https://impact.economist.com/perspectives/health/health-literacy-around-world-policy-approaches-wellbeing-through-knowledge-and-empowerment
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240055353
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8672927/
https://library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/24879
https://apps.who.int/iris/handle/10665/326432
https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/planact/steps/index.html
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1471-2458-12-80
https://m-pohl.net/
https://www.i-hla.org/
https://www.healthliteracyeurope.net/


Bedankt voor jullie aanwezigheid!



SAVE THE DATE:
Netwerkbijeenkomst op 23 november 2023 (middag)

Locatie & programma volgen | aanmelding is geopend (link in chat)



MELD JE AAN BIJ ONZE BESLOTEN LINKEDIN GROEP EN VOOR
ONZE NIEUWSBRIEF

VOLG ONS OP:
TWITTER: WWW.TWITTER.COM/ALLIANTIEGV
LINKEDIN: 
WWW.LINKEDIN.COM/COMPANY/ALLIANTIEGEZONDHEIDSVAARDIGHEDEN

#GEZONDHEIDSVAARDIGHEDEN 

Verder praten?

https://www.linkedin.com/groups/4283436/
http://www.twitter.com/AlliantieGV
http://www.linkedin.com/company/alliantiegezondheidsvaardigheden
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