
Health Literacy in the Workplace

A guide to building an accessible and inclusive approach to 
facilitate health and wellbeing for everyone in the 
workplace



What is health 
literacy?

Health literacy is about a person's ability to understand and use 
information to make decisions about their health.

Research shows that:

• more than 4 in 10 adults struggle with health content for the 
public (42%)

• more than 6 in 10 adults struggle with health content that 
includes numbers and statistics (61%)

• the average reading age in the North East is lower than the 
national average at between 9 to 11 years*. 

• Health literacy is related to health outcomes and service use. 
Limited health literacy is linked with unhealthy lifestyle 
behaviours such as poor diet, smoking and a lack of physical 
activity and an increased risk of morbidity and premature 
death. (4b_Health_Literacy-Briefing (1).pdf)

(*To put that into context The Guardian Newspaper has a reading age of 14 and the 
Sun Newspaper has a reading age of 8.)

file:///C:/Users/SNichol/Downloads/4b_Health_Literacy-Briefing%20(1).pdf


Understand 
the scale of 
the issue for 
your 
workplace

Do your research: 

• National tools: The University of Southampton mapped where 
people in England are likely to struggle with health literacy. They 
based this on local literacy and numeracy levels. 

You can find it and check your own local authority area on this link: 
http://healthliteracy.geodata.uk

• In-house information: interrogate your existing staff demographic 
data and associated information

 -  Health literacy is also a health inequality issue. There is a close link 
between socio-economic deprivation and low health literacy.

• Consider undertaking a skills audit of staff (literacy, numeracy, 
digital skills)

Top tip: As with all other initiatives and actions ensure you are:

DATA-DRIVEN and PEOPLE-LED

http://healthliteracy.geodata.uk/


Implementing health literacy

• Produce/create Plain English written policies/ 
guidance notes

 - ideally for everything and not just traditional health and 
wellbeing related topics
 - use tools like the checklist opposite and HL toolkit

• Distil longer policies/guidance into a ‘policy on a page’ 
 - pick out the key elements
 - use bullets/text boxes
 - produce an infographic if possible

• Make hard copies easily available, not just online
 - create a policy on a page folder/noticeboard 
 - situate in a high traffic area and/or where staff do not have 
regular access to a computer









• Make a concerted effort to reach all staff, consider and make 
provision for harder-to-reach groups, including:

 - Remote staff
 - Non-desk-based staff
 - Part-time staff
 - Carers
 - Digitally excluded staff
 - Staff with English as a second language
 - Staff with disabilities and long-term conditions

• Make ‘reasonable adjustments’ to your HWB approach and comms. 
 - in-person roadshows, adoption of plain English and visuals
 - Offer training/lifelong learning opportunities to improve skills: e.g. 
functional literacy & numeracy, digital skills
 - facilitation is key

Inclusion and engagement



Communications



Communications
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