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Patient Activation and Health Literacy: What’s the difference?  Which one matters?  With 

so much attention on the patient’s role in determining health care costs and health 

outcomes, the question often arises as to how patient activation and health literacy differ, 

and how important each is to determining health outcomes.  

 

Health literacy refers to an individual’s ability to derive meaning from health-related texts and tables.  

Thus, it is a skills-based concept.  Several different measures for health literacy are in use. 

 

Patient Activation is a broader construct referring to an individual’s knowledge, skills, and confidence for 

managing their health and health care.  In contrast to health literacy, only one validated measure of 

patient activation exists: the Patient Activation Measure® (PAM®).   

 

Several empirical studies have examined and compared the relative importance of patient activation and 

health literacy to health behaviours and outcomes. (See references 1-11).  All of the studies use PAM to 

measure patient activation while a variety of different measures are used to measure health literacy.  

 

Numerous studies report a weak correlation between health literacy and patient activation.  It appears 

that both health literacy and patient activation are correlated with health and functioning measures.  

However, when assessing the contribution of each, patient activation is more likely than health literacy to 

contribute to outcomes.3  For example, a study from the Netherlands examined how much health literacy 

versus patient activation contributes to making an active informed choice of a provider.  Specifically, 

researchers asked participants: If your primary care doctor referred you to a specialist, would you just take 

that referral, or would you look for other information and make an “active” choice?  Through multivariate 

analysis, the researchers reported that health literacy did not contribute to ‘active choices’; only gender, 

education level, and patient activation score were significant predictors for active choice.1  Another study 

from this same team examined the behaviour of seeking out and using health information.  This study also 

found that patient activation was a stronger predictor of seeking and using health information than was 

health literacy.4   

 

A study by Greene and Hibbard found that health literacy was an important predictor among Medicare 

beneficiaries of understanding information about their Medicare choices, but that patient activation was a 

better predictor of health care-related behaviours, healthy behaviours, and self-management behaviours.  

Interestingly, this study found that even controlling for health literacy, patient activation was still a strong 

predictor of health behaviours, suggesting that patient activation is a good predictor of health behaviours 

regardless of health literacy level.2  

 

Researchers have also studied these questions within very specific patient populations and for specific 

behaviours.  For example, Lazaroff and colleagues studied adolescents with Rheumatic Disease and their 

readiness for transition to adult care.  They found activation level predicted readiness, but health literacy 

did not.5  A study assessing health literacy and self-management behaviours among heart failure patients, 

reported similar findings: Patient activation predicted self-management but health literacy did not.7  The 
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same findings were reported out of Canada among cancer patients.9  Serper and colleagues studied how 

much health literacy or patient activation contributed to adequate preparation for a colonoscopy 

procedure, which required patients to follow detailed instructions for bowel preparation.  Their findings 

show that in multivariate analysis, patient activation was an independent significant predictor of the 

adequacy of their bowel preparation, but that health literacy was not a significant predictor.12 

 

Another study assessed the contribution of health literacy and patient activation to being able to 

understand and use information to make informed choices.13  The findings show that people with lower 

health literacy not surprisingly have lower comprehension of information.  However, people who were 

higher activated and had lower health literacy skills compensated for their lower skills with extra effort and 

were able to make up any comprehension deficits.  That is, higher activated lower health literacy 

participants demonstrated the same level of comprehension as those with higher health literacy skills.  

Likely, this is because higher activated individuals are more motivated, they see the importance of the 

information, and put more effort into trying to understand.  The findings also showed that making good 

choices when tradeoffs are necessary is related to activation separate from comprehension and health 

literacy. This is important as many real-life choices involve trade-offs, and making trade-offs is one of the 

more difficult cognitive tasks involved in making good choices.  

 

Other investigations have assessed the impact of an intervention designed to increase patient activation 

levels and health literacy. (See references 14-16.)  For example, one study assessed the impact of a cardiac 

tele-rehabilitation or hospital-based rehab program among heart disease patients.14  Patients were 

assessed at the end of the intervention baseline (i.e., baseline) and again six months later.  Patient 

activation improved in both the tele-rehab group and in the hospital-based rehab program.  Two 

dimensions of health literacy also improved at the 6-month mark, but one dimension did not.  The findings 

from the intervention studies reinforce the idea that well-designed interventions can improve both patient 

activation and health literacy.  The findings also indicate that health literacy and patient activation are 

separate concepts.   

 

Overall, these studies show that patient activation is a stronger predictor of health and behavioural 

outcomes than is health literacy.  This appears to be true regardless of health literacy level.  The studies 

also find that interventions can improve both patient activation and health literacy. 
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