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Abstract

A growing body of evidence demonstrates the importance of enhancing health literacy for improved health outcomes, self-
reported health, lower health services use and disease prevention. Importantly, improving health literacy has great potential to
reduce health inequities and inequalities. The World Health Organization (WHO) has identified health literacy as a global priority,
viewing it as a right and a fundamental competency necessary to function within modern society. Building health literacy foun-
dations should begin in early childhood, including focus within educational frameworks and school curricula. The WHO advocate
for governments to embed it as an explicit goal. In response, it has received significant international policy and strategy focus, in
addition to the development of country-level action plans. In Wales, UK, it was identified as a priority in 2010, but despite wider
developments spanning health and social care, well-being, economy and education policy, growth in health literacy has stalled
since. Optimizing health literacy would act as an indirect enabler to a range of Welsh policies and strategies. A promising avenue
for strengthening the health literacy of current and future generations is through ongoing significant national education reforms
and the introduction of the new Curriculum for Wales. One of four overarching purposes of this curriculum is healthy, confident
individuals, and health and well-being constitutes one of six statutory curriculum areas. Tracking the impact of this on children and
young people's health literacy offers opportunities for Wales to model and gain traction as a national-scale health literacy policy
testbed. This requires re-energizing health literacy as a national priority.
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RE-ENERGIZING HEALTH LITERACY IN WALES:
Policy and strategy: gaps and opportunities

Dr Emily Marchant, Swansea University

Recognised in Wales, UK (2010) as “the ability and
motivation level of an individual to access,
understand, communicate and evaluate both
narrative and numeric information to promote,
manage and improve their health status throughout
their lifetime”.

Low health literacy associated with low self-

reported health status, poorer health behaviours,

higher hospital admissions and duration of stay, Evidence summary @
increased risk of NCDs and poorer management

of conditions.

"3+ Conceptualisation

Identified as a global priority by the WHO. Health
literacy is embedded as an enabler and goal of
@ Global deve|opment international policy and strategy, e.g. viewed as a
crucial pillar in achieving the 2030 UN Sustainable
Development Goals.
Despite global health literacy prominence in policy
and strategy, and wider developments in Wales . N
spanning health and social care, well-being, economy ContextinWales
and education, health literacy progress has stalled
since identified as a priority in 2010.

Optimising health literacy in Wales would facilitate
Policggapsand policy/strategy goals. It can be aligned to teaching,

0/@ o learning and assessment in the renewed Curriculum for
@ opportunities Wales (2022). This places statutory focus on health and

well-being as an overarching purpose and curriculum
area, with autonomy for school-level curriculum design.

Recommendations for health literate:

Citizens Systems Policies Monitoring

Clear, long-term, Strengthen research Explicit mention of Sustainable national
citizen-centred efforts; undertake health literacy in assessment, monitoring
health and social robust, scalable emerging policy and ! and tracking of health
care policy focus research; capitalise strategy; development | literacy. Identify need,
on co-developing data linkage of regional/national inform tailored
responsible health capabilities; inform action plans; develop !intervention design,
literate individuals national/international | health literacy evaluation and

in Wales. data and insight. strategic taskforce. policymaking priorities.
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Re-energizing health literacy in Wales

Contribution to Health Promotion

e Health literacy was identified as a priority in
2010 in Wales, however, progress has since
stalled despite wider policy developments
within health, social care, education and
economy.

e For children and young people, the new
Curriculum for Wales (from September 2022)
provides opportunities to enhance health
literacy, with a statutory focus on health
and well-being as a curriculum area and
overarching purpose.

e |t is essential to re-energize health literacy
as a national priority in Wales; this includes
embedding as an explicit concept and goal
within policy/strategy, the development of
national action plans and enhancing moni-
toring and tracking tools.

BACKGROUND AND
CONCEPTUALIZATION

The field of health literacy, which gained prominence
in the 1970s (Simonds, 1974), has grown exponentially
over the last few decades and received significant inter-
national policy attention in recent years. Health literacy
is a modifiable factor that contributes to the promotion
and maintenance of health and well-being throughout an
individual’s life (Gibney et al., 2020). Whilst multiple defi-
nitions exist globally (Serensen et al., 2012), the defini-
tion adopted within Wales, UK in 2010 is ‘the ability and
motivation level of an individual to access, understand,
communicate and evaluate both narrative and numeric
information to promote, manage and improve their
health status throughout their lifetime’ (Puntoni, 2010).

Health literacy has primarily been conceptualized
through the fields of public health, health promotion,
and social sciences with a focus on information literacy
and decision-making. A foundational model proposed
by Nutbeam in 2000 (Nutbeam, 2000) and recog-
nized within Wales (Puntoni, 2010) comprises of three
domains: functional, interactive and critical:

e Functional: basic reading, writing and numeracy
skills to understand health-related information.

e [nteractive: more advanced cognitive and literacy
skills that enable an individual to interpret, extract
and apply information from different forms of
health communication.

e Critical: critically analysing and using health
information to exert greater control over one’s

health and life.

Childhood is a period of significant formative
development where knowledge, skills and capacities
impacting health are acquired and health behaviours
established which can be tracked into adulthood.
Building the foundations for health literacy should
begin in early childhood with a focus on education set-
tings (WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2013b). The
World Health Organization (WHQO) advocate embed-
ding health literacy within educational frameworks
and school curricula (World Health Organization,
2021). In Wales, children and young people have been
identified as a priority group in recent policy and par-
liamentary reviews (Welsh Government, 2018, 2021).
However, health literacy remains a neglected field
within policy and strategy and there is a significant gap
in understanding of children and young people’s health
literacy needs in Wales. This perspective piece explores
the concept of health literacy with a focus on children
and young people aged 0-16 (from birth to the end of
compulsory education) within the context of research,
policy and strategy in Wales.

EVIDENCE SUMMARY

Whilst data for Wales, and particularly children is lack-
ing, a growing body of European and international evi-
dence demonstrates the importance of health literacy
on a range of health outcomes and healthcare savings
costs. Between one-half and one-third of European
adults have low health literacy and struggle to manage
health information relevant to themselves and others
in different contexts. Lower health literacy is associ-
ated with higher hospital admissions, duration of hos-
pital stay and likelihood of readmission (Shahid et al.,
2022), thus, is a driver of higher healthcare costs. The
NHS in Wales is the Welsh Government’s largest area of
expenditure (Stats Wales, 2023), and a significant cause
of emergency hospital admissions is due to largely pre-
ventable non-communicable diseases (NCDs) (Robbins
et al., 2021). As modifiable lifestyle factors increase
risk including tobacco use, poor nutrition and physical
inactivity (WHO, 2023b), health literacy is an impor-
tant tool in the prevention and management of NCDs,
which are responsible for the majority of chronic dis-
eases and nearly three-quarters of deaths worldwide
(Edwards ef al., 2012; WHO, 2023c). The gap in pre-
mature deaths from NCDs between the least and most
deprived areas in Wales is increasing and is two and a
half times greater for those in the most deprived areas
(Public Health Wales, 2022). Reducing the impact of
low health literacy on health services is essential and
has the potential not only to large healthcare savings
but also to improve population-level outcomes.

For children, childhood obesity and physical inactiv-
ity are two of the most significant risk factors for NCD
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prevention (NCD Risk Factor Collaboration (NCD-
RisC), 2017). This is of great concern in Wales where
over a quarter of children are overweight or obese
(Public Health Wales NHS Trust, 2023) and almost
half of children (49%) do not currently meet physical
activity guidelines (Richards et al., 2022). Furthermore,
inequalities persist in these domains for sex, ethnicity,
disability and socioeconomic status. Evidence demon-
strates associations between low health literacy and
excess body weight, overweight/obesity and physical
inactivity in children (Chrissini and Panagiotakos, 2021;
Kanellopoulou et al., 2021). Thus, encouraging healthy
behaviours, minimizing the risk of developing NCDs
and reducing health inequalities are key priorities in
Wales; enhancing health literacy is fundamental to this.
One of the greatest potential outcomes of improving
population health literacy is reducing health inequities
and inequalities, this is a key policy priority in Wales.
Health literacy is unequally distributed across popula-
tions, mirroring the social gradient of wider health out-
comes (Serensen et al., 2015). The highest proportions
of low health literacy in Europe are observed amongst
the lowest socioeconomic groups, those with the lowest
education and the poorest health outcomes (Serensen
et al., 2015). Health literacy is therefore recognized as
a social determinant of health (Rowlands et al., 2017).
This is important in the context of Wales, where 28 % of
children live in poverty, defined as living in households
earning 60% of the median UK household income (Bevan
Foundation, 2020). This is one of the highest rates in the
UK, and despite significant policy focus on inequalities in
Wiales, rates have remained steady over the last decade.
The importance of health literacy through individual
and collective decision-making and agency was brought
to the forefront during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Paakkari and Okan, 2020; Abel and McQueen, 2021).
Experts referred to health literacy as a ‘social vaccine’,
empowering citizens and increasing community capac-
ity (Okan et al., 2023). Research highlighted the impacts
of school closures on children’s health behaviours and
well-being (James et al., 2021; Marchant et al., 2021).
For school-aged children, evidence suggests an associ-
ation between children reporting healthy behaviours
such as physical activity with being tested, and testing
positive for COVID-19 (Marchant et al., 2022). These
findings may reflect proxy parental health literacy, with
health-literate parents more likely to access/understand/
interpret/apply pandemic-related information, recognize
their child’s symptoms and access community testing.

INTERNATIONAL HEALTH LITERACY
PROMINENCE

The WHO identified health literacy as a global prior-
ity, advocating that health literacy, like general literacy,
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should be viewed as a right and a fundamental com-
petency necessary to function within modern soci-
ety (WHO, 2023a). At an individual level, adequate
health literacy provides the resource for informed
decision-making. However, health literacy is not the sole
responsibility of individuals. It requires the support of
communities, settings and governments, and is influ-
enced by societal and political contexts and priorities.

The WHO has published a mandate for health liter-
acy and encourages governments to prioritize enhanc-
ing population health literacy as an explicit goal within
all policies (WHO, 2023a). This is reflected by the
prominence of health literacy as an enabler of inter-
national and European policy and strategy, such as a
crucial pillar in achieving the 2030 UN Sustainable
Development Goals. Health literacy is embedded
within the European Commission’s Together for Health
(Commission of the European Communities, 2007)
regarding citizen empowerment and is a priority area in
the Health 2020: a European policy framework (WHO
Regional Office for Europe, 2013a). The development
of a roadmap guides policymakers, organizations and
communities in the adoption and implementation of
policies or strategies on health literacy (WHO Regional
Office for Europe, 2019). In response, several countries
have introduced health literacy action plans including
Germany, Austria, Australia and Scotland (Council of
Europe, 2023), though no such health literacy invest-
ment or action plan currently exists in Wales.

HEALTH LITERACY POLICY AND
STRATEGY INWALES: GAPS AND
OPPORTUNITIES

Despite developments in health literacy prominence
within European and international policy and strategy,
growth in Wales has stalled since identified as a priority
in 2010 (Puntoni, 2010). The author advocated for ‘a
long-term vision and commitment to measure health
literacy at population level’ and noted an absence of
evidence-based interventions that can achieve the goal
of enhancing health literacy for all. Despite further
international focus, nothing concrete has yet been
implemented.

However, there have been wider public health and
education developments within Wales, and a general
policy and strategy shift across a range of domains
spanning health and social care, well-being, economy
and education. Currently, this policy focus is framed
in the context of challenging financial and budgetary
environments at all levels of government and pub-
lic services in Wales (Welsh Government, 2023b).
Ongoing system-level financial impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic on the health and social care system
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has been observed. Recent short-term investments in
the health system by the Welsh Government appear
to focus on specific priority areas to address immedi-
ate system-level pressures (Deans and Davies, 2023),
with perhaps less focus on prevention, health promo-
tion and areas that could support and develop lifelong
health literacy (Stats Wales, 2023).

Key pieces of health and social care, economy and
education policy and strategy in Wales are summarized
below, highlighting where health literacy underpins
strategy goals and visions and acts as an indirect ena-
bler in achieving impact. Gaps in existing policy and
strategy are highlighted, and opportunities for emerg-
ing policy and strategy are proposed.

Health and social care

The Fairer Health Outcomes for All: Reducing
Inequities in Health Strategic Action Plan (2011) is
underpinned by prevention and early intervention
(Health Inequalities Portal, 2023). This strategy out-
lines a set of actions to reduce health inequities, includ-
ing Improving health literacy, with all action areas
reflective of priorities within the Marmot Review
(Marmot, 2010). However, the action plan is no longer
available to view online and nothing concrete address-
ing health literacy as a priority has been observed
since. The opportunity for an all-Wales health literacy
action plan is urgently required, involving collabora-
tion between researchers and stakeholders across pub-
lic health, health promotion, education and wider.
More recently, the Gwent Public Services Board
(PSB) which brings together public bodies across
the South Eastern region of Wales has committed to
becoming a Marmot Region (Aitken, 2022). This is
largely driven as a means of achieving the goals set
out in the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales)
Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015). The Region will
adopt the Marmot principles, many of which align
with the field of health literacy such as Strengthen the
role and impact of ill-health prevention, to guide action
towards reducing health inequalities and inequities.
As the first country globally to legislate on future gen-
erations, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales)
Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015) is a legally bind-
ing commitment to improving the well-being of people
in Wales. Two of the seven well-being goals relevant
to health literacy are A healthier Wales and A more
equal Wales. Progress is measured through national
indicators, including Percentage of adults/children
with two or more healthy lifestyle behaviours. This
indicator is heavily reliant on health literacy, though
no explicit mention of the term is included within the
guidance and children are only assessed aged 11 and
above. Prioritizing and optimizing the health literacy

of children and young people today is in the interests
of current and future generations.

A bealthier Wales (2021) (Welsh Government, 2021)
sets out a vision for ‘keeping people healthy and well’.
It focuses on prevention and self-management, placing
emphasis on supporting people to manage their own
health and well-being. This advocates for greater indi-
vidual responsibility regarding lifestyle factors includ-
ing smoking, diet and exercise. Managing individual
health and well-being requires informed decisions of
actions and behaviours. Though health literacy is not
addressed within the plan, it is fundamental to man-
aging one’s health and well-being. For children and
young people, it recognizes the importance of the new
Curriculum for Wales (CfW) to build insights and
knowledge development relating to lifestyle factors,
especially with renewed prominence of health and
well-being within the curriculum (Welsh Government,
2023a).

The Public Health Outcomes Framework: measur-
ing the health and well-being of a nation (2016) (Public
Health Wales, 2016) places focus on prevention, ine-
qualities, inequities and the social determinants of
health, these are all strongly correlated with health lit-
eracy. A key theme that directly aligns with the field of
health literacy is Individual responsibility—empowering
and enabling people to take personal responsibility for
improving their own bealth. However, there lacks explicit
mention of health literacy, likely due to a lack of health
literacy measurement tools to base and track outcomes
and indicators. Developing a national measurement of
health literacy, as highlighted within the 2010 scoping
review (Puntoni, 2010) would strengthen the power of
assessment and tracking within the Framework.

Economy

The Welsh Government’s 2018 Prosperity for All
(Welsh Government, 2019) economic action plan
demonstrates a clear commitment to promoting health
and building healthy communities. Healthy and Active
is one of four themes underpinning this strategy, rec-
ognizing the links between building skills, employment
and economic outcomes with improved health out-
comes. This views health and well-being as one of the
fundamental drivers and products of economic growth
and prosperity for all. It recognizes the critical role of
schools in embedding healthy and active behaviours
and lifestyles. This can be achieved through optimiz-
ing children’s health literacy as a social determinant of
health and employment through the CfW. On the con-
trary, inadequate health literacy can have significant
economic implications, placing additional pressure on
an already overburdened health and social care system,
negatively impacting the labour market and preventing
true prosperity for all.
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Education

Educational settings have been highlighted as one
of three key intervention areas to target approaches
enhancing school-aged children’s health literacy
(Kickbusch, 2008). From an early age, knowledge,
skills and capacities can be developed to empower
decision-making impacting health. With education
a devolved responsibility of the Welsh Government,
one of the most promising avenues for strengthening
the health literacy of current and future generations
is through ongoing significant national education
reforms. The Curriculum for Wales (CfW) for learn-
ers aged 3-16 rolled out across Wales from September
2022 (Welsh Government, 2023a).

The wider curriculum vision is underpinned by Four
Purposes; ‘the starting point and aspiration for every
child and young person in Wales’, one being healthy,
confident individuals who are ready to lead fulfilling
lives as valued members of society. Adequate health lit-
eracy plays an important role in achieving this purpose
and is reflected within curriculum guidance spanning
functional to critical domains, for example, Have the
skills and knowledge to manage everyday life as inde-
pendently as they can.

Another key development concerning health lit-
eracy is the renewed statutory focus on Health and
Well-being as one of six distinct curriculum areas of
learning and experience. Within each area, the cur-
riculum framework is guided by statements of what
matters. For Health and Well-being two of five include
Developing physical bealth and well-being has life-
long benefits and Our decision-making impacts on the
quality of our lives and the lives of others. Progression
through the continuum of the Health and Well-being
curriculum area is dependent on developing health lit-
eracy. Tracking measures of health literacy offers the
potential to assess learner progression along their con-
tinuum of learning, and assess the impact of statutory
focus on health and well-being.

A fundamental component of the CfW is a shift
from a prescriptive national curriculum to one that
offers autonomy to schools in local school-level cur-
riculum design, reflecting the needs of its learners and
wider community. The WHO advocate for co-designed
approaches to health literacy (WHO, 2022), this is
achievable in Wales with education a devolved respon-
sibility and autonomous, school-level approaches
to curriculum design. This enables schools to design
curriculum areas aligned to their learners’ health and
well-being needs (HAPPEN Wales, 2023), evidenced
by national research platforms such as HAPPEN Wales
(www.happen-wales.co.uk) currently engaging with
over 500 primary schools across Wales. This offers
opportunities for co-creation, co-production and scal-
able assessment of health literacy in Wales. However,

E. Marchant

to evaluate and track the impact of the CfW, meas-
urement tools are required. These are currently lacking
in Wales, though measures of wider child health and
well-being exist including the HAPPEN Wales Survey.
Urgent investment is needed for scalable measures of
health literacy (WHO Regional Office for Europe,
2019).

This statutory focus on health and well-being through
the CfW offers a unique opportunity to enhance the
collective health literacy of current and future genera-
tions. Schools across Wales could be viewed as ‘health
literacy arenas’, recognized by the WHO Regional
Office for Europe as settings in which health literacy
initiatives can be developed, carried out and evaluated.
This reflects the concept of organizational health liter-
acy, which in the context of schools refers to the behav-
ioural (e.g. learning opportunities) and environmental
measures (e.g. school framework or strategy) in place
to strengthen health literacy (Kirchhoff and Okan,
2022). International case studies such as the HeLit-
Schools project in Germany (Kirchhoff and Okan,
2022) offer learning opportunities for the CfW.

This focus on health literacy within the CfW is not
restricted to impacting just learners in Wales. Health
literacy is also a form of social and cultural capital
(Kickbusch, 2008; WHO Regional Office for Europe,
2013b), individual capability fostered through the
CfW can be dispersed and transferred to families and
communities through the concept of distributed health
literacy (McQueen et al., 2007). This can enhance the
collective health literacy and capacity of the Welsh pop-
ulation and empower them as informed participants
in decision-making about their health (Roundtable
on Health Literacy; Board on Population Health and
Public Health Practice; Institute of Medicine, 2013;
WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2019). This also
has implications for achieving other policy and strat-
egy visions including those in A healthier Wales and
Prosperity for All.

Recent developments

In 2022, health literacy was identified as an Area of
Research Interest (ARI) by the Senedd Cymru/Welsh
Parliament’s Health and Social Care Committee to
support work in line with the strategy for the Sixth
Senedd (Senedd Cymru, 2021, 2022). Increased levels
of health literacy is highlighted as a tool in achieving
the strategy vision, through which health inequalities
and inequities is a cross-cutting theme. At the time of
writing, a review by the author has been presented to
the Committee (Senedd Cymru, 2023). Embedding
health literacy within emerging policy spanning health
and social care, economy and education requires
cross-governmental investment, support and owner-
ship and collaboration with key stakeholders across
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research, policy and practice. This remains an open
opportunity in Wales, and the development of a stra-
tegic action plan and task force group would facilitate
and re-energize this.

CALL FOR ACTION: WALES HEALTH
LITERACY ACTION PLAN

Health literacy is a fundamental competency necessary
to function within modern society. Increasing the health
literacy capacity of the Welsh population offers one of
the greatest potentials in reducing health inequalities
and inequities, improving population outcomes and
ensuring cost savings across the healthcare system.
Wales has produced world-leading policy spanning
health and social care, well-being, the economy and
education. This offers opportunities to model and gain
traction as a national-scale health literacy policy test-
bed. For children and young people, there are opportu-
nities for co-production and tracking of health literacy
within the CfW and its statutory focus on health and
well-being as a curriculum area and overarching pur-
pose, strengthening the collective health literacy of cur-
rent and future generations.

As progress has stalled since 2010 and subsequent
action plans, it is essential to re-energize health literacy
as a national priority. This should be reflected as an
explicit concept and goal within policy and strategy,
inform the development of national action plans, sup-
ported by investment in monitoring, tracking and data
infrastructure. This dearth of health literacy assess-
ment across segments of society in Wales, particularly
in children, limits the ability to capture the impacts of
emerging policy and practice. However, Wales show-
cases world-leading data and data infrastructure, and
opportunities for population data linkage of health,
economic, education and administrative data exist
through the SAIL Databank (Jones et al., 2019). If
maximized, Wales can position itself globally as a data-
driven health literacy policy testbed (RMIT University,
2023). This can enable cross-national and international
comparisons and provide insight and understanding
into what interventions, policies and strategies are
required and to who, tailor interventions to target pop-
ulations and monitor and track the impact of these on
individuals, communities and society.

This article proposes the following recommenda-
tions for consideration across research, policy and
practice to build health literacy system capacity in
Wales (Serensen et al., 2021):

® Health-literate citizens: clear, long-term, citizen-
centred health and social care policy focus on
co-developing responsible health-literate individ-
uals in Wales.

e Health-literate systems: strengthen research
efforts, undertake robust and scalable research
and capitalize population data linkage capabilities
in Wales (e.g. SAIL Databank), enable national/
international comparative data and insight.

o Health-literate policies: explicit mention of health
literacy within emerging policy and strategy,
development of local/regional/national health lit-
eracy action plans, informed by the development
of a health literacy strategic taskforce.

o Health-literate monitoring: sustainable national
assessment, monitoring and tracking of child
health literacy and representation in the Global
Atlas of Literacies of Health (RMIT University,
2023). This can position Wales globally, support
health-literate systems in addition to:

o Assessment of learner progression within the
Health and Well-being curriculum area;

o National impact evaluations of the CfW in
enhancing health literacy;

o Understand children’s health literacy needs
to inform the tailored design and evaluation
of health literacy interventions at the local/
regional/national level;

o Identify and inform policymaking priorities and
assess the realization of wider policy visions.
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