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A Survey on the Level and Related Factors of Health Literacy in Korean People
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Background: The purpose of this study is to measure the Korean health literacy level and to analyse its gaps according to the factors
of socioeconomic and health status and health behaviors, Based on this, policy implications were reviewed to improve the
understandability on health information and to reduce the gap among socioeconomic groups.

Methods: HLS-EU-Q47, a tool developed by the European Health Literacy Project, was used to conduct a face-to-face interview
survey on the health literacy for the samples from general population.

Results: The public general health literacy (HL) index was 34.5 out of 50. HL is consisted of three sub-dimensions: healthcare
(HC-HL), disease prevention (DP-HL), and health promotion (HP-HL). And a HL analysis found scores of 34.7 points for HC-HL, 35.4
points for DP-HL, and 33.3 points for HP-HL. The level of all HL was different according to socioeconomic characteristics and health

behavior.

Conclusion: Based on the results of this study, more research activities on health-related literacy need to be conducted, and
monitoring system on the HL level needs to be developed and implemented. In addition, a program to improve HL levels needs to be
developed in order to strengthen the basis for a more sustainable healthcare system as an agenda with national health policy priority.
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Table 1. Matrix of sub-dimensions of health literacy based on the HLS-EU conceptual model

Health literacy Access/obtain information relevant to  Understand information relevant to  Appraise/judge/evaluate information  Apply/use information relevant to

health health relevant to health health
Health care Ability to access information on Ability to understand medical Ability to interpret and evaluate Ability to make informed decisions
medical or clinical issues information and derive meaning medical information on medical issues
) . Ability to access information on risk Ability to understand information on Ability to interpret and evaluate Ability to judge the relevance of the
Disease prevention . . ) . . . ) . ;
factors risk factors and derive meaning information on risk factors information on risk factors
. Ability to update oneself on health  Ability to understand health related Ability to interpret and evaluate Ability to form a reflected opinion on
Health promoation . ) . . . . . . .
issues information and derive meaning information on health related issues  health issues

From HLS-EU Consortium. Comparative report of health literacy in eight EU member states: the European health literacy project 2009-2012. Vienna: Ludwing Boltzmann Institute for Health
Promotion Research; 2012 [22].
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Table 2. Percentage of respondents giving each response for all health literacy items (n=1,000)

Don't Total d_ifﬁcult
Health domain/competence Very difficult  Fairly difficult ~ Fairly easy Very easy know/not (Vz:/d dflzlrlcmt
applicable difficult)y
Health care/accessing
1. Finding information on symptoms of illnesses that concern you 2.3 28 453 296 1.0 24.2
2. Finding information on treatments of illness that concern you 3.1 208 46.1 289 11 239
3. Finding out what to do in case of a medical emergency 33 24.2 443 215 08 214
4. Finding out where to get professional help when you are ill 16 16.2 455 36.6 0.1 179
Health care/understanding
5. Understanding what your doctors says to you 1.7 199 456 323 04 216
6. Understanding the leaflet that come with your medicine 35 34.3 436 215 1.0 219
7. Understanding what to do in a medical emergency 2.3 24.3 46.1 26.6 0.7 26.6
8. Understanding your doctor’s or pharmacist’s instructions on how to take
a prescribed rietiicine i 13 140 483 31 03 153
Health care/appraising
9. Judging how information from your doctor applies to you 11 216 48.0 278 15 227
10. jg(tjlilr:f the advantages and disadvantages of different treatment 28 07 183 5 07 85
1. jgig;:g when you may need to get a second opinion from other 25 218 79 271 07 217
12. Judging if the information about illness in the media is reliable 25 205 475 28.1 14 230
Health care/applying
13. ﬁlsrizgslnformanon the doctor gives you to make decisions about your 18 200 189 287 05 2138
14. Following the instructions on medication 18 11.0 448 18 0.7 12.8
15. Calling an ambulance in an emergency 12 98 375 50.2 .3 11.0
16. Following instructions from your doctor or pharmacist 11 1.1 51.1 36.2 05 122
Healthcare health literacy 2.33 22.51 459% 2922 0.8 216
Disease prevention/accessing
17. Finding information about how to manage unhealthy behavior such as
smoki?]g, low physical activity and excgessive drinzing Uy 1 o7 2 = 157
18. Finding information on how to manage mental health problem such
as str?ess or depression ’ i 28 211 465 284 12 239
19. E;iljrllg Lr:\(l)gmanon about vaccinations and health screenings that you 17 170 290 319 04 188
20. Finding information on how to prevent or manage conditions such as
beinggoverweight, high blood Sressure or highgcholesterol = s 2 8 2 140
Disease prevention/understanding
21. Understanding health warnings about behavior such as smoking, low
physical actisity and excessig\]/e drinking ’ 12 151 13 390 05 163
22. Understanding why you need vaccinations 0.6 106 458 429 0.1 1.2
23. Understanding why you need health screenings 0.6 106 458 429 0.1 1.2
Disease prevention/appraising
24. Judging how reliable health warnings are, such as smoking, low
phygicagl activity and excessive drinkging ’ - L 2 S = [
25. Judging when you need to go to doctor for a check-up 11 189 46.7 325 0.8 20.0
26. Judging which vaccinations you may need 11 233 42.8 322 0.6 245
27. Judging which health screenings you should have 28 230 38.7 352 0.2 258
28. Judging if the information on health risks in the media is reliable 28 VAR 50.4 253 04 239
Disease prevention/applying
29. Deciding if you should have a flu vaccination 13 128 464 39.1 04 14.1

(Continued to the next page)

BHRBEIS|X| 2019;29(2):146-159 https://kshpa.jams.or.kr/co/main/jmMain.kci 149



Kim J, et al. * A Survey on the Level and Related Factors of Health Literacy in Korean People

Table 2. Continued

: Total difficult
Dot \very difficult
Health domain/competence Very difficult  Fairly difficult ~ Fairly easy Very easy know/not a:/d fairly
applicable difficult
30. Deciding how you can protect yourself illness based on advice from 1 168 520 297 04 178
family and friends ’ ’ ' ' ' '
31. Deciding how you can protect yourself from illness based on 18 197 516 %8 01 "5
information in the media ’ ' ' ’ ' '
Disease prevention health literacy 13 16.7 46.9 34.6 04 18.1
Health promotion/accessing
32. Finding information on healthy activities such as exercise, healthy 10 171 517 297 05 181
food and nutrition ' ’ ' ’ ’ '
33. Finding out about activities that are good for your mental well-being 2.6 200 4.7 321 05 227
34. Finding information on how your neighborhood could be more
health-fiendly 26 18.6 50.7 2138 0.3 212
35. Finding out about political change that may affect health 79 26.3 44.0 212 0.7 34.2
36. Finding out about efforts to promote your health at work 20 219 50.1 254 0.7 238
Health promotion/understanding
37. Understanding advice on health from family members or friends 04 173 496 325 0.2 177
38. Understanding information on food packaging 36 251 432 21.1 04 28.7
39. Understanding information in the media on how to get healthier 2.2 191 514 210 04 213
40. Understanding information on how to keep your mind healthy 2.7 205 498 26.6 04 232
Health promotion/appraising
41. Judging how where you live affects your health and well-being 49 250 472 221 0.7 299
42. Judging how housing conditions help you to stay healthy 17 19.0 481 304 0.9 20.7
43. Judging which everyday behavior is related to your healthy 11 188 476 324 0.2 199
Health promotion/applying
44. Making decisions to improve your health 3.1 2.7 48.6 26.3 0.3 24.8
45, Joining a sports club or exercise class if your want to 36 196 484 214 0.9 23.3
46. Influencing your living conditions that affect your health and 15 %0 189 201 05 05
well-being ’ ' ’ ) ; ;
47. Taking part in activities that improve health and well-being in your 55 279 184 176 13 07
community ' ’ ’ i ’ i
Health promotion health literacy 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
General health literacy 22 194 47.2 30.6 0.6 24
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Table 3. Means of health literacy score and percentages of each health literacy level category

Health literacy Total (max=50) : Lovel [ =
Inadequate Problematic Sufficient Excellent
General health literacy index (n=979) 345 15.4 293 395 158
Health care literacy index (n=973) 34.7 145 30.6 36.9 18.0
Disease prevention literacy index (n=975) 354 144 26.2 395 199
Health promotion literacy index (n=990) 333 197 303 349 15.1
*0-25 points for inadequate; >25 to 33 points for problematic; >33 to 42 points for sufficient; and >42 to 50 points for excellent.
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Table 4. Social-economic characteristics and health literacy (inadequate+problematic)

HL
Characteristic No. (%] Ger}eo/:)e;l R on g DRHLOY HRHL (% tvalue/Fvalue™  palue
Total 1,000 (100.0) 345 (44.7) 34.7 (45.1) 354 (40.6) 33.3 (50.0)
Gender 2.057 0.040
Male 497 (49.7) 35.0 (41.0) 354 (42.2) 359 (37.1) 336 (48.7)
Female 503 (50.3) 339 (48.6) 340 (47.9) 349 (44.2) 330 (51.3)
Age (yr) 22213 0.000
19-29 162 (16.2) 37.7 (30.4) 38.8 (23.3) 37.8 (33.3) 36.1 (40.8)
30-39 184 (18.4) 36.6 (38.9) 376 (329 37.1 (345) 35.4 (38.0)
40-49 210 (21.0) 36.3 (32.0) 36.6 (35.5) 37.2 (285) 35.1 (43.0)
50-59 202 (20.2) 336 (47.9) 338 (51.0) 346 (42.8) 325 (53.7)
>60 242 (24.2) 29.9 (66.8) 291 (71.7) 31.6 (58.5) 28.8 (68.6)
Household monthly income (10,000 Korean won) 18.659 0.000
<100 52 (5.2) 30.3 (66.7) 30.4 (65.4) 31.3 (53.8) 292 (70.6)
100-199 155 (15.5) 30.0 (65.6) 296 (69.1) 314 (58.8) 29.0 (66.0)
200-299 225 (22.5) 34.3 (45.7) 344 (45.3) 35.1 (44.6) 33.3 (49.8)
300-399 306 (30.6) 36.0 (35.7) 36.4 (39.5) 36.7 (33.1) 347 (42.1)
400-499 179 (17.9) 36.0 (37.8) 36.6 (33.1) 36.9 (31.6) 348 (46.9)
>500 85 (85) 372 (35.8) 376 (32.1) 38.2 (33.3) 355 (42.9)
Marital status 10.051 0.002
No spouse 247 (24.7) 35.9 (40.0) 36.9 (35.5) 36.1 (40.0) 34.3 (48.6)
Spouse 753 (75.3) 340 (46.2) 344 (48.3) 35.1 (409 33.0 (40.5)
Education 83.016 0.000
<Middle 160 (16.0) 276 (82.3) 26.9 (83.5) 296 (68.3) 266 (82.5)
High 427 (42.7) 35.0 (38.8) 35.0 (41.9) 35.9 (35.4) 339 (46.9)
>College/university M3 (41.3) 36.6 (36.0) 37.3 (33.3) 37.2 (35.3) 35.3 (40.4)
QOccupation 11.957 0.000
White collar 174 (17.4) 35.9 (37.1) 36.6 (35.9) 36.8 (32.5) 344 (44.8)
Blue collar 277 (21.7) 342 (45.2) 34.7 (44.0) 35.0 (43.0) 330 (51.4)
Self-employed 206 (20.6) 35.6 (416) 35.7 (41.3) 36.3 (36.8) 345 (46.1)
Agriculture, forestry, fishing 23 (2.3) 306 (47.8) 29.7 (60.8) 315 (39.1) 30.7 (52.1)
Full-time homemaker 224 (22.4) 330 (52.7) 32.8 (55.4) 344 (459) 318 (54.7)
Student 56 (5.6) 396 (28.5) 404 (189) 39.3 (283) 38.6 (33.9)
Others™ 40 (4.0) 28.2 (67.5) 21.7 (795) 29.9 (65.0) 26.7 (75.6)
Private insurance® 11137 0.001
Insured 828 (83.9) 349 (42.9) 35.1 (42.9) 35.6 (39.1) 33.7 (48.3)
Uninsured 158 (15.8) 325 (53.5) 32.7 (56.3) 34.0 (49.4) 310 (56.9)

HL, health literacy; HC-HL, healthcare-HL, DP-HL, disease prevention-HL;, HP-HL, health promotion-HL.
"% of health literacy index 0-33 (inadequate, problematic). TGeneral health literacy index. TUnemployed, retired, etc. *Excluded 14 respondents of ‘don’t know.’
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Table 5. Health status, behaviors, health services utilization, and health literacy (inadequate-+problematic)

HL

Variable Category General HL (% HC-HL (%) DP-HL (%) HPHL (%) tvalue/Fvalue ™ pvalue
Total 345 (44.7) 347 (45.1) 35.4 (40.6) 33.3 (50.0)
Health status
Perceived health status Bad 285 (78.0) 284 (73.0) 299 (65.3) 277 (74.9) 10.032 0.000
Good 356 (387) 35.9 (40.0) 36.4 (36.1) 344 (45.3)
Chronic disease 0 37.1 (31.9) 377 (30.2) 376 (30.7) 358 (387) 58.601 0.000
1 336 (49.3) 334 (52.6) 348 (44.0) 32.7 (53.1)
2 315 (58.0) 315 (61.5) 328 (47.7) 30.2 (62.8)
>3 275 (79.4) 27.1 (80.4) 294 (735) 26.4 (80.4)
Health problem (last 6 mo) Yes 30. 5 (62.2) 30.1 (63.9) 322 (55.6) 29.1 (68.4) 10271 0.000
No 36.1 (37.6) 36.6 (37.5) 36.7 (345) 35.0 (42.6)
Family's health status Bad 304 (66.9) 30.1 (65.2) 319 (56.4) 292 (66.9) 6.530 0.000
Good 35.3 (40.4) 355 (41.4) 36.1 (37.3) 34.1 (46.6)
Health behaviors
Smoking Never 344 (45.6) 346 (45.8) 353 (41.8) 332 (50.6) 4173 0.016
Previous 333 (44.9) 335 (49.4) 342 (415 31.8 (53.6)
Current 356 (42.1) 35.8 (40.4) 36.4 (37.5) 345 (46.4)
Drinking Never 340 (49.1) 341 (52.7) 35.1 (44.1) 32.7 (535) 1.063 0.346
Under 3 days (/mo) 343 (445) 343 (46.6) 35.0 (43.1) 336 (48.6)
Over 1 day (/wk) 35.0 (41.4) 357 (382) 36.0 (35.4) 333 (49.2)
Physical activity (/wk) 0 337 (50.0) 338 (49.1) 348 (44.4) 326 (54.9) 3.062 0.047
1-4 347 (432) 35.0 (432) 355 (39.4) 334 (47.8)
>5 356 (36.9) 359 (42.0) 36.4 (35.0) 346 (45.0)
Health functional food Previous 33.1 (50.9) 33.0 (51.8) 34.1 (46.4) 31.9 (54.7) 6.402 0.000
Non 36.4 (36.1) 37.0 (36.0) 37.1 (328 35.1 (43.9)
Health service utilization
Emergency service Used 30.0 (64.2) 31.1 (68.0) 325 (55.6) 29.1 (65.4) 3.362 0.001
Non 347 (436) 349 (438) 35.6 (39.8) 335 (49.0)
Qutpatient Used 33.3 (50.1) 33.3 (50.4) 343 (44.9) 32.1 (55.7) 6.383 0.000
Non 36.7 (35.3) 372 (35.9) 373 (332) 35.4 (40.1)
Inpatient Used 30.0 (70.4) 304 (65.7) 31.1 (60.6) 28.3 (67.6) 4.897 0.000
Non 348 (43.0) 35.0 (43.6) 3.7 (39.2) 337 (48.6)
Medical check-up Used 32.7 (52.6) 325 (54.8) 340 (44.2) 316 (57.1) 5.206 0.000
Non 355 (40.3) 359 (39.8) 36.1 (386) 342 (46.2)
Unlicensed treatment Used 28.8 (81.3) 29.2 (53.4) 215 (75.1) 28.7 (68.8) 2.787 0.005
Non 346 (44.2) 348 (45.0) 355 (40.1) 334 (497)

HL, health literacy; HC-HL, healthcare-HL, DP-HL, disease prevention-HL;, HP-HL, health promotion-HL.

"% of health literacy index 0-33 (inadequate, problematic). TGeneral health literacy index.
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Appendix 1. Matrix of sub-dimensions of health literacy based on the HLS-EU conceptual model
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From Park et al. The effect of health consumers’ health literacy on the use of medical services. Seoul: National Evidence-based Healthcare Collaborating Agency; 2016 [4].
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Appendix 2. Percentage of respondents giving each response for all health literacy items (n=1,000)
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Appendix 2. Continued
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