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Many adults in OECD countries worry about receiving false 
information on line
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Percentage of adults worrying about false online information and online fraud in OECD countries, 2019

Source: OECD Skills Outlook 2023, Chapter 5, World Risk Poll, & The Lloyd’s Register Foundation World Risk Poll Report 2019
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Information-processing skills are critical in information-rich 
societies
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Percentage of 16-65 year-olds who reached at most proficiency Level 1 in the PIAAC literacy and 

numeracy assessment in selected OECD countries

16% of adults in OECD countries participating in 

PIAAC had very low levels of proficiency in both 

literacy and numeracy

Source: OECD Skills Outlook 2023, Chapter 5



What is health literacy?

4Source: OECD Skills Outlook 2023, Chapter 6

Health literacy 
components

Understand

Reflects individuals’ ability 

to make sense of the 

health information they 

have at their disposal

Reflects individuals’ 

ability to search and 

obtain health 

information

Describes the ability to 

evaluate and interpret 

health information

Reflects the ability to 

communicate and use 

such information to make 

an informed decision in 

order to maintain and 

improve health 

Access

Appraise Apply



Health literacy and engagement in physical activity
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Differences in the percentage of adults who are heavily engaged in physical activity as a function of 

health literacy, by country

7Source: OECD Skills Outlook 2023, Chapter 6
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The vast majority of preventable deaths are caused by risk 
factors affected by levels of health literacy

Across OECD countries, health literacy has an impact 

on about 75% deaths caused by risk factors

Share of total deaths caused by risk factors

Source: OECD analyses on IHME data (2023). http://ihmeuw.org/69mj

Risk Factors
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n/a

Scaling up interventions improving health literacy levels 
produces a significant health and economic impact
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https://oe.cd/best-practices


The distribution of health literacy in adult populations by task

Percentage of respondents who responded “very difficult” or “difficult” when asked to rate 

performing 12 health literacy tasks, selected OECD countries, 2019-20
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Judge the advantages and disadvantages of different treatment options

Decide how you can protect yourself from illness using information from the mass media

Find information on how to handle mental health problems

Make decisions to improve your health and well-being

Judge how your housing conditions may affect your health and well-being

Understand information about what to do in a medical emergency

Understand information about recommended health screenings or examinations

Judge if information on unhealthy habits, such as smoking, low physical activity or…

Find out where to get professional help when you are ill

Understand advice concerning your health from family or friends

Find information on healthy life styles such as physical exercise, healthy food or…

Act on advice from your doctor or pharmacist

Source: OECD Skills Outlook 2023, Chapter 6, HLS19 Consortium of the WHO Action Network M-POHL 2021 5
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Health literacy varies little by most socio-economic 
characteristics
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Mean score values of health literacy proficiency by:

Source: OECD Skills Outlook 2023, Chapter 6, HLS19 Consortium of the WHO Action Network M-POHL 2021
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How to ensure that technological 
innovations lead to improved 
health?



Promote the development of health literacy throughout the 
lifecycle
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Improve the accessibility of health-related information by 
enhancing the communication skills of healthcare providers
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• Food labels are considered a crucial 

component of strategies to tackle unhealthy 

diets and overweight;

• Food labels help people understand the 

healthier products among different options, 

based on the provided information;

• OECD analyses show that easier-to-

understand labels are those triggering major 

changes in consumption including because 

they can be better used by individuals with 

lower information-processing skills.

Nutriscore

Traffic light

Nutrition facts label
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Mark Pearson
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Mark.Pearson@oecd.org

Find out more about our work at:
https://twitter.com/OECD_Social
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