
fact sheet:

Health Literacy

What is health literacy?

Why is health literacy important?
“Canada has a significant percentage of 
adults (60%) who lack the skills to man-
age their health-literacy needs.” (3)

—
“There is a price tag associated with inef-
fective use of health services, blocked 
access, chronic illness, preventable diseases 
and accidents. Poor or declining health 
has a spill-over effect on our labour mar-

difference was estimated to be approxi-
mately equal to that of 2.5 years of addi-
tional schooling. This indicates that in 
addition to other benefits, “significant 
improvements in overall levels of popu-
lation health might be realized if a way 
could be found to raise adult health-liter-
acy levels.” (2)

ket as well, affecting workplace safety and 
national productivity.” (3)

—
Among adults who self-reported health 
status, those who reported being in 
poor general health had considerably 
lower health literacy scores than those 
who reported being in very good or 
excellent general health; the literacy 

“Health literacy is the ability to access, understand, evaluate and communicate information as a way to promote, maintain and im-
prove health in a variety of settings across the life-course.” (5)
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How does health literacy improve people’s lives?

How does health literacy affect the economy?
“GDP per capita increases as average 
health literacy scores increase.” (3)

—
“There is a price tag associated with inef-
fective use of health services, blocked 
access, chronic illness, preventable diseases 
and accidents. Poor or declining health 
has a spill-over effect on our labour mar-
ket as well, affecting workplace safety and 
national productivity.” (3)

—
Workplace literacy efforts can improve 
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social support and civic engagement are 
outcomes of learning, and also that these 
social outcomes reinforce healthy behav-
iours… [T]he socialising aspect of educa-
tion has tremendous potential to promote 
healthy practices.” (4)

—
“There is strong evidence that educational 
[includes all forms of intentional learn-
ing, formal and non-formal/informal] 
success is associated with higher earnings, 
higher occupational status and lower rates 
of unemployment. Each of these outcomes 
is associated with better physical and men-
tal health.” (4)

Ministry orders, higher insurance pre-
miums, and lower productivity from the 
injured employee while he/she recuperates 
on light duty.” (1)

—
“[S]ignificant reductions in the demand 
for health goods and services might be 
realized as skilled individuals assumed 
more responsibility for managing their 
own health.” (2)

There is an over-
whelming positive 
correlation between 
education (includ-
ing all types of 
intentional learning, 
whether formal or 
not) and health; that 
is, the more educated 
you are, the healthier 
you tend to be. (4)

—
“There is evidence that 
a sense of belonging to 
a wider community, 

health and safety. About 60% of sur-
veyed organizations which instituted 
workplace literacy programs observed 
better or significantly better perfor-
mance by workers in terms of health 
and safety compliance. (1)

—
“The costs of workplace lost time injuries 
potentially include property damage, lost 
production, lost manager and supervisor 
time (as they deal with the accident and 
the injured person), costs to comply with 
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