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Limited levels of (health) literacy

‘Although the internet has potential to greatly expand the capacity and reach of 

health care systems, current use patterns suggest that, in the absence of 

participatory design efforts involving those with limited health literacy, those 

most at risk for poor health outcomes will fall further behind if health systems 

increasingly rely on internet-based services.’ (Sarkar et al., 2010). 

36% 
(Nivel, 2018)



Health Literacy Friendly?



Scarcity as a source of demand on 
cognitive capacity / different needs

Scarcity of anything — time, money, food —
takes up mental capacity and causes tunneling 

Is detrimental when chronically present in 
multiple aspects of life

Poverty is chronic scarcity

and chronic stress

Limits people’s abilities to take control 

over their own (preventive) health 

behaviours. 



Conclusion

When aiming to increase levels of participation

• Involve the target group throughout the project

• Make your intervention health literacy friendly

• Improve conditions that negatively affect 
cognitive resources / increase cognitive capacity 
(support)



Failing to reach the target group:
A motivated inaction account

Susanne Täuber



A normative view on participation

• A healthy lifestyle normatively fits the governments’ agenda 

• Participation in the health check is associated with a healthy lifestyle

• Thus participation in health check is normatively expected

• The associated norm is a moral one (Täuber, 2018)

• Doing the health check means conforming to the moral norm

• Not doing the health check means deviating from the moral norm

• Conformity & deviance are indicators of peoples’ relation with the 
group they belong to 

• This warrants an intergroup perspective on participation in the 
health check



Participation levels: Explanation 1

Lack of information and means

• Inadequate explanation here
• Plenty information available

• Health check doesn’t cost money

• But: consider health literacy (Ruth)
• Looking information up, processing it, and doing 

something with it requires cognitive resources

• Cognitive resources as means to interact with 
information efficiently are scarcer in low ses citizens 
compared to high ses citizens



Participation levels: Explanation 2

Mismatch between needs & offer

High SES 
citizens

Low SES 
citizens



Participation levels: Explanation 3

Motivated inaction 

• Participation indicates conformity with moral norm
• High ses citizens are morally superior 

• These are “GOOD CITIZENS”

• Non-participation indicates deviance from moral norm
• Low ses citizens are morally inferior 

• These are “BAD CITIZENS”

• Threats to one’s morality are extremely aversive (Monin, 2007) 
and cause cognitive dissonance

• Cognitive dissonance can be addressed through different routes
• Conforming with the demand & keeping up good relations 

with the source of the demand
• Disengaging from the demand & derogating the source of the 

demand



Motivated inaction & Balance Theory

ACHIEVING BALANCE 1: 
Do the health check

+ + + Menzis
Government

High ses

Low ses
Healthy lifestyle, 
participation in 

health check+

+ +



Conclusion

When aiming to increase levels of participation

• Consider needs of target groups

• Minimize distance between target group’s resources and goal
• Rely on personal contact (buurthuizen, wijkteams)
• Use pictures rather than text

• Consider group dynamics leading to motivated inaction
• Use morally neutral language
• Avoid judgment
• Work with ambassadors (representatives of the target group) 

to achieve goal

• Improve conditions that negatively affect cognitive resources
• For instance, safe and healthy housing



Read more!

• Harte et al., 2018. Reasons why people do not attend NHS Health 
Checks: a systematic review and qualitative synthesis. British Journal of 
General Practice. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5737317/

• Stol, Asscher & Schermer, 2018. Good health checks according to the 
general public; expectations and criteria: a focus group study. BMC 
Medical Ethics. 

https://bmcmedethics.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12910-018-0301-6

• Usher Smith et al., 2017. Patient experience of NHS health checks: a 
systematic review and qualitative synthesis. BMJ Open. 

https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/7/8/e017169

• Cheong, Khoo, Tong, & Liew, 2016. To Check or Not to Check? A 
Qualitative Study on How the Public Decides on Health Checks for 
Cardiovascular Disease Prevention. Plos One. 

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0159438

• Kim, Strecher, & Ryff, 2014. Purpose in life and use of preventive health 
care services. PNAS.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4246300/

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5737317/
https://bmcmedethics.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12910-018-0301-6
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/7/8/e017169
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0159438
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4246300/


Read more!

Pharos. Factsheet Limited Health Literacy. 

http://www.pharos.nl/documents/doc/factsheet_beperkte%20gezondhei
dsvaardigheden_en_laaggeletterdheid.pdf

Pharos. Checklist Accessible Health Information. 

https://www.pharos.nl/documents/doc/checklist%20toegankelijke%20inf
ormatie.pdf

http://www.pharos.nl/documents/doc/factsheet_beperkte gezondheidsvaardigheden_en_laaggeletterdheid.pdf
https://www.pharos.nl/documents/doc/checklist toegankelijke informatie.pdf


Read more!

• Täuber, S. (2017). A Conceptualisation of Help Avoidance as Motivated 
Inaction: Implications for Theory, Research and Society. In Intergroup 
Helping (pp. 223-246). Springer, Cham. 
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-53026-0_11

• Täuber, S. (2018). Moralized health-related persuasion undermines social 
cohesion. Frontiers in psychology, 9. 
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00909/full

• Täuber, S., Gausel, N., & Flint, S. W. (2018). Weight bias internalization: 
The maladaptive effects of moral condemnation on intrinsic motivation. 
Frontiers in psychology, 9, 1836.
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01836/full

• Heider, Fritz (1958). The Psychology of Interpersonal Relations. John 
Wiley & Sons.

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-53026-0_11
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00909/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01836/full

