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Metadata – Health literacy 

Description Proportion of the population aged 15 years and over with a sufficient level of health 
literacy, with a limited level, and with an insufficient level.  

Proportion of the population aged 15 years and over with a poor level of health 
literacy. 

Rationale Health literacy is defined as “people’s knowledge, motivation, and competencies to 
access, understand, appraise, and apply health information to make judgments and 
take decisions in everyday life concerning healthcare, disease prevention and 
health promotion to maintain or improve quality of life during the life course” [1]. 
Limited health literacy is associated with adverse health outcomes, inadequate 
health-related behavior, health service use, treatment and medication adherence, 
self-care management, and higher mortality rates [2–4]. A Belgian study showed 
that low health literacy is associated with greater use of health care services, 
particularly the more specialized services [5]. It has also been hypothesized that 
health literacy has a mediating role between socioeconomic status and health 
disparities and can be a tool against health inequalities [6]. Health literacy is today 
recognized as an important health determinant and attracts more and more 
attention at international, national, and regional levels [7,8]. It is thus an important 
indicator to monitor to have a global view on health inequalities. 

Primary Data 
source  

Sciensano, Belgian Health Interview Survey (HIS), 2018 

Indicator 
source 

Sciensano, Belgian Health Interview Survey (HIS), 2018 https://his.wiv-
isp.be/fr/Documents%20partages/HL_FR_2018.pdf [9]. 

 

Periodicity  Up to now, data on health literacy were only published in 2018 

Calculation, 
technical 
definitions, 
and 
limitations 

In 2018, health literacy was included in the HIS 2018 and therefore measured for 
the first time using a nationally representative sample. The HIS 2018 used 
the HLS-EU-Q6 questionnaire, a generic and subjective instrument adapted to the 
European context. The European Health Literacy Survey (HLS-EU) was 
developed by the HLS-EU Consortium to measure and compare health literacy in 
European countries based on the definition and conception model proposed by 
Sorensen et al. [10]. The original version is compounded of 47 items; a shorter 
version of 6 items was constructed to facilitate the inclusion of the questionnaire in 
population surveys. The correlation of results between the 47 items-questionnaire 
and the 6 items-questionnaire was 0.896 [11]. The questionnaire evaluates the 
three domains of health literacy, i.e. healthcare, prevention, and health promotion, 
and the 4 dimensions of health literacy, i.e. acquiring and obtaining consistent 
health information, understanding the information, evaluating, and judging the 
information, and the actual application and use of the information. 

 

The exact question (HL01) can be found in the HIS questionnaire at 

https://his.wiv-isp.be/Shared%20Documents/qauto_2018_en.pdf. For the 6 items, 
a score from 1 to 4 was given. The average score of health literacy is the average 
of the scores on the 6 items. Then, respondents are grouped into 3 categories 
based on their average scores: 

 Sufficient health literacy: average score higher than 3 
 Limited health literacy: average score between 2 and 3 
 Insufficient health literacy: average score lower than 2 

https://his.wiv-isp.be/fr/Documents%20partages/HL_FR_2018.pdf
https://his.wiv-isp.be/fr/Documents%20partages/HL_FR_2018.pdf
https://www.healthybelgium.be/en/health-status/determinants-of-health/health-literacy#def-hls
https://his.wiv-isp.be/Shared%20Documents/qauto_2018_en.pdf


The proportion of the population aged 15 years and over with a poor level of 
health literacy is defined as the proportion of the population having a limited or an 
insufficient level of health literacy, in other words, an average score of health 
literacy of 3 or lower. 

International 
comparability 

a. Availability: There are no complete and comparable European data on 
health literacy. In 2009, a survey was realized in 8 European countries 
(Austria, Bulgaria, Germany, Greece, Ireland, the Netherlands, Poland, and 
Spain) and provided some interesting results [1]. 

 

 

 

1.  Sorensen K, Pelikan JM, Röthlin F, Ganahl K, Slonska Z, Doyle G, et al. Health literacy in Europe: 
comparative results of the European health literacy survey (HLS-EU). Eur J Public Health. 2015 
Apr 5;  

2.  Okan O, Bauer U, Levin-Zamir D, Pinheiro P, Sorensen K. International Handbook of Health 
Literacy. :766.  

3.  Nutbeam D. Defining and measuring health literacy: what can we learn from literacy studies? 
IntJPublic Health. 2009;54(5):303–5.  

4.  Van den Broucke S. Health literacy: a critical concept for public health. Archives of Public 
Health. 2014;72(1):10-.  

5.  Vandenbosch J, Broucke SV den, Vancorenland S, Avalosse H, Verniest R, Callens M. Health 
literacy and the use of healthcare services in Belgium. J Epidemiol Community Health. 2016 Oct 
1;70(10):1032–8.  

6.  Stormacq C, Van den Broucke S, Wosinski J. Does health literacy mediate the relationship 
between socioeconomic status and health disparities? Integrative review. Health Promot Int. 
2019 Oct 1;34(5):e1–17.  

7.  Quaglio G, Sørensen K, Rübig P, Bertinato L, Brand H, Karapiperis T, et al. Accelerating the 
health literacy agenda in Europe. Health Promot Int. 2017 Dec 1;32(6):1074–80.  

8.  Kickbusch I, Pelikan JM, Apfel F, Tsouros AD, World Health Organization, editors. Health 
literacy: the solid facts. Copenhagen: World Health Organization Regional Office for Europe; 
2013. 73 p. (The solid facts).  

9.  Charafeddine R, Demarest S, Berete F. Enquête de santé 2018: Littératie en santé [Internet]. 
Bruxelles, Belgique: Sciensano; 2020. Report No.: D/2019/14.440.72. Available from: 
https://his.wiv-isp.be/fr/Documents%20partages/HL_FR_2018.pdf 

10.  Sorensen K, Van den Broucke S, Fullam J, Doyle G, Pelikan J, Slonska Z, et al. Health literacy and 
public health: a systematic review and integration of definitions and models. BMCPublic 
Health. 2012;12:80-.  

11.  Sorensen K, Van den Broucke S, Pelikan JM, Fullam J, Doyle G, Slonska Z, et al. Measuring 
health literacy in populations: illuminating the design and development process of the 
European Health Literacy Survey Questionnaire (HLS-EU-Q). BMCPublic Health. 2013;13:948-.  

 


