The Health Literacy of America’s Adults
Results from the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy


The following is a brief summary of the results from the 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL) as it pertains to the health literacy of adults in the United States.  The implications for both policy and for identifying new partners in our quest to increase access to adult education are many.


The assessment was given to more than 19,000 adults ages 16 and older in households and in prisons.  According to the report, the health literacy scale and health literacy tasks were guided by the definition of health literacy used by the Institute of Medicine and Healthy People 2010 (a set of national disease prevention and health promotion objectives led by the U. S. Department of Health and Human Services).  The definition of health literacy used was:
“The degree to which individuals have the capacity to obtain, process and understand basic health information and services needed to make appropriate health decisions.”


The NAAL health literacy tasks represented a range of literacy activities adults were likely to face in their daily lives and were distributed across three domains of health and health care information and services: clinical, prevention, and navigation of the health system.  


Major findings follow.  For more complete information, visit the Institute for Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics website at http://nces.ed.gov/naal/ .
· The majority of adults (53 percent) had intermediate health literacy, but adults who were ages 65 and older had lower average health literacy than adults in younger age groups.  Fewer than 15 percent had either below basic or proficient health literacy.
· Among adults who received Medicare or Medicaid, 27 percent and 30 percent, respectively, had below basic health literacy.

· Women had higher average health literacy than men.  A higher percentage of men than women had below basic health literacy.
· Hispanic adults had lower average health literacy than adults in any other racial/ethnic group.
· Adults who spoke only English before starting school had higher average health literacy than adults who spoke other languages alone or other languages and English. Adults who spoke only Spanish before starting school had the lowest average health literacy. (equivalent to below basic)
· Starting with adults who had graduated from high school or obtained a GED, average health literacy increased with each higher level of educational attainment.

· Some 49 percent of adults who had never attended or did not complete high school had below basic health literacy compared with 15 percent of adults who ended their education with a high school diploma and 3 percent of adults with a bachelor’s degree.

· Adults who had not attended or completed high school and were not currently enrolled in school had lower average health literacy than adults with higher levels of education or adults who were currently enrolled in high school.
· Higher percentages of adults who had taken some graduate classes or completed a graduate degree, and adults who had graduated from a 4-year college, had proficient health literacy than adults with lower levels of education. 
· Adults living below the poverty level had lower average health literacy than adults living above the poverty threshold.  Average health literacy was highest for adults who were above 175 percent of the poverty threshold.
· Adults who received health insurance coverage through their employer or a family member’s employer or through the military or who privately purchased health insurance had higher average health literacy than adults who received Medicare or Medicaid and adults who had not health insurance coverage.
· A lower percentage of adults with below basic health literacy than adults with basic, intermediate or proficient health literacy got information about health issues from any written sources, including newspapers, magazines, books or brochures, and the Internet.

· A higher percentage of adults with below basic and basic health literacy than adults with intermediate and proficient health literacy received a lot of information about health issues from radio and television.
· With each higher level of health literacy, a higher percentage of adults got information about health issues from family members, friends, or coworkers (or in the case of prison inmates, from family members, friends, other inmates or staff).
Literacy levels:

Below Basic:  indicates no more than the most simple and concrete literacy skills.

Basic:  indicates skills necessary to perform simply and everyday literacy activities.

Intermediate:  indicates skills necessary to perform moderately challenging literacy activities.

Proficient:  indicates skills necessary to perform more complex and challenging literacy activities.

