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Inspiration from Chiang Mai

Health literacy is like a 
coconut

Soft on the inside
Dignity, empathy and being understood: the heart of health literacy.

Hard on the outside
Some of the hardest evidence in public health: outcomes, costs, 
equity and safety.



THE SOFT INSIDE

“Isn’t that a soft skill?”

Health literacy sounds kind: clear words, plain language, a friendly leaflet, 
a patient who feels heard. Nice to have…

Dignity

Empathy

Being understood

But it is a mistake to stop there.



THE HARD SHELL

Behind the soft language sits hard evidence

≈1 in 2
Scale
Nearly half of 
respondents in the first 
European survey had 
limited health literacy.

Outcomes
More admissions and 
emergency visits, less 
prevention, poorer 
medication 
management.

3–5%
Money
of total health 
expenditure may be 
linked to limited health 
literacy.

Equity
It follows the social 
gradient and widens the 
gaps systems claim to 
close.

Safety
Misunderstood 
instructions and unclear 
consent are patient 
safety risks.

Readmissions, adherence, costs, trust and risk are barriers to the sustainable development goals.

Sources: HLS-EU (Sørensen et al., 2015); M-POHL HLS19; WHO Europe
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Source: Sørensen et al. (2012), Health literacy and public health, BMC Public Health 12:80







HEALTH LITERACY MONTH 2026

Unlock. Unblock. Unburden. Unfold.





































F R O M  C O C O N U T  T O  T H E  2 0 3 0  A G E N D A

Health literacy accelerates every goal.

The 2016 Shanghai Declaration named health literacy one of three pillars of health 
promotion for the 2030 Agenda, beside good governance and healthy cities.



17 goals, one accelerator

1
No poverty

2
Zero hunger

3
Good health and 
well-being

4
Quality education

5
Gender equality

6
Clean water and 
sanitation

7
Affordable and 
clean energy

8
Decent work and 
economic growth

9
Industry, 
innovation and 
infrastructure

10
Reduced 
inequalities

11
Sustainable cities 
and communities

12
Responsible 
consumption and 
production

13
Climate action

14
Life below water

15
Life on land

16
Peace, justice and 
strong institutions

17
Partnerships for 
the goals

Health literacy 
runs through all 17

People 1–6 · Prosperity 7–11 · Planet 12–15 · Peace 16 · Partnership 17



GOALS 1–6

People

Ending poverty and hunger, and 
ensuring health, education, 
equality and water for all.

L E A D E R S H I P  M O V E

Design services people can 
find, understand and use 
without a guide.

Understanding turns services into results

1
No poverty
People claim the support they are 
entitled to and avoid catastrophic 
health costs.

2
Zero hunger
Understanding nutrition and food 
labels turns food security into healthy 
diets.

3
Good health
Prevention, chronic disease care and 
patient safety all run on 
understanding.

4
Quality education
Health literacy in schools builds a 
lifelong capacity to learn about health.

5
Gender equality
Women and girls make informed 
choices about their sexual and 
reproductive health.

6
Clean water
Hygiene and safe-water practices 
spread when communities understand 
why and how.



GOALS 7–11

Prosperity

Prosperous and fulfilling lives, in 
economies that work for 
everyone.

L E A D E R S H I P  M O V E

Build health literacy into 
workplaces, products and 
city planning.

Healthier people drive fairer growth

7
Clean energy
Understanding household air pollution 
supports clean cooking and heating.

8
Decent work
Health literate workplaces are safer, 
healthier and more productive.

9
Innovation
Digital health and new products 
succeed when designed for the people 
who use them.

10
Reduced inequalities
Limited health literacy follows the 
social gradient; designing for it closes 
gaps.

11
Sustainable cities
Healthy cities make the healthy choice 
the easy and understandable one.



GOALS 12–15

Planet

Protecting the planet that our 
health depends on.

L E A D E R S H I P  M O V E

Link climate, environment 
and health in one clear 
message.

Planetary health needs health literate people

12
Responsible consumption
Clear labels and safe use of 
medicines and products cut waste 
and harm.

13
Climate action
People understand risks such as 
heatwaves and act to protect 
themselves and others.

14
Life below water
Understanding the link between 
ocean health and safe food guides 
responsible choices.

15
Life on land
One Health literacy connects people, 
animals and ecosystems, including 
zoonotic risks.



GOALS 16–17

Peace & 
partnership
Trusted institutions and 
partnerships that carry the 
whole agenda.

L E A D E R S H I P  M O V E

Report health literacy as 
part of your SDG 
contribution.

The right to understand builds trust

16
Peace, justice and strong institutions
Trustworthy, understandable information counters misinformation and 
strengthens accountable institutions. Understanding is a human rights 
concern.

17
Partnerships for the goals
Governments, business, NGOs and academia each hold a piece. Health literacy 
is everyone’s business, and nobody’s alone.







W H A T  L E A D E R S  C A N  D O  N O W

Three moves to accelerate the 2030 Agenda

1

Measure
Know the health literacy of your 
population and the responsiveness of 
your organisation.

2

Design
Apply Health Literacy by Design to 
services, products, policies and 
communication.

3

Partner
Join forces across sectors, and report 
health literacy as part of your SDG 
contribution.









H E A L T H  L I T E R A C Y  T R A I L B L A Z E R

Face the challenge
Be the change
Lead the way
Adj. Prof. Dr. Kristine Sørensen
www.globalhealthliteracyacademy.org

contact@globalhealthliteracyacademy.org
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