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Digital health literacy and the right to health equity:
Focusing on older adults and foreign residents
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Digital healthcare has recently attracted attention as a core strategy for strengthening patient-centered care and
efficiency. However, by its nature, digital technology does not provide equal benefits to all groups and may
exacerbate new forms of health inequality. This review synthesizes national and international surveys and
previous studies to examine how digital literacy affects the right to health equity, with a particular focus on
older adults and foreign residents as particularly vulnerable populations. Recent Adult Digital Literacy Surveys
showed pronounced vulnerabilities in literacy—especially in the digital and health domains—among older
adults, those with low educational attainment, and low-income groups. International trends likewise identify
digital literacy as a social determinant of health, and the World Health Organization presents equitable access
as a core goal in its global strategy. Accordingly, a careful analysis of the current state of digital health literacy
is needed, along with comprehensive policies that integrate education, technology, social support, ethics, and
inclusive design.
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(Table 1) Comparison of domestic adult literacy and digital literacy surveys

Category

Adult literacy survey (2023)

Adult digital literacy survey (2025)

Survey authorit
Y ¥ International Education

Ministry of Education-National Institute for

Ministry of Education-National Institute for
Lifelong Education

Survey purpose

Measuring basic literacy skills such as
reading, writing, and calculating

Measuring digital device and technology
utilization skills

Target population

Adults aged 18 or older nationwide

Approximately 10,000 adults aged 18 or older
nationwide

Survey cycle/timing (4th Survey in 2023)

Conducted every 5 years since 2008

Survey in 2024, results published in 2025
(3-year cycle)

Scale of literacy vulnerable
group

About 6.2% of all adults (Level 1 or below)

About 8.2% of all adults (Approx. 3.5 million
people) (Level 1)

Vulnerable rate among the

elderly vulnerable

Over 30% of those aged 65 or older are

About 23.3% of those aged 60 or older
(Level 1)

Vulnerable rate by
educational level

Over half of those with a middle school
education or lower (Level 1-2)

About 34.6% of those with a middle school
education or lower (Level 1)

Vulnerable rate by income No data available

25.9% for those with a monthly income of
less than 3 million KRW
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(Table 2) Synthesis of domestic and international research on adult and senior literacy and digital health literacy

Target

BRI population/scope

Key findings

Policy implications

Adult Literacy Survey
(2023, South Korea)

Adults aged 18 or
older nationwide

Approx. 6.2% of all adults lack basic
literacy: over 30% of those aged 65 or
older are vulnerable.

Insufficient literacy directly links to
quality of life and health equity —
Need for lifelong and customized
literacy education.

8.2% of all adults (approx. 3.5 million
Approx. 10,000 adults people) are Level 1; 23.3% of those
aged 60 or older; 34.6% with middle
school education or lower; 25.9% with
income under 3 million KRW.

Adult Digital Literacy
Survey (2025, South
Korea)

aged 18 or older
nationwide

The digital literacy gap directly affects
social participation and the right to
health — Need for customized
education and support policies.

Rousseau et al. (2024,
EMR-Embedded DHET

Study) (Avg. age 78)

112 elderly individuals Average score of 4.38/10; rapidly
decreases with increasing age.

Use EMR-embedded tools for rapid
assessment of patient digital
competency.

Tran et al (2024, DHL

Determinants Study) community-dwelling

elderly individuals

417 Average DHL of 2.8/4; Positive factors: Improving social support and device
device accessibility, self-efficacy, and
social support.

accessibility is crucial for enhancing
DHL among the elderly.

28 international
studies from
2014-2023

Shi et al. (2024,
Literature Review)

eHEALS scores: High-income countries DHL is a social determinant of health
27-33/40; Korea 30.95/40;
Middle-income countries 12-22/40.

(SDOH) — Need for multi-layered

intervention.
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(Table 3) Summary of domestic digital health literacy improvement programs for vulnerable groups

Significance for health/

Catego: Pro, institution Main target grou Key content
gory gracn/ get group o digital literacy
Mobile, hands-on digital , . e
. . . . Enhancing practical utilization
Hangeul Sunshine Bus Seniors, adults literacy education, . o .
. . . i ) . . skills for daily life, such as medical
(Ministry of Education) with low literacy  focusing on using kiosks . . -
registration and appointments.
and apps
. . Community-based/ Improving access to medical
Digital Learning Centers . . . . . .
. General public dispatched education services when linked with local
(Digital Baeumteo) . . . , . . )
(Senior-centric) (Basic — Practical Life community centers and public
(MSIT-MOIS'NIA) .
— Creative) health centers.
Integrated viewing and
My Health Record (Nai-ui utilization of Personal Boosting patients ability to use
Geongang Girok) (Ministry General public Health Records (PHR) their ov%/np health data. ¥
Government/  of Health and Welfare) (treatment, medication, '
public check-ups)
Seoul Met lit
o © roypo ftan . Companion support for Removing language barriers and
Government's Companion . . . . . . . .
. . Foreign patients medical appointments with ~strengthening patient involvement
Medical Interpretation . . ) L. .
multilingual interpreters in decision-making.
Support Team
Multilingual counseling fo
Seoul Global Center- . . ) 11, 8 unseing for Improving information accessibility
. Foreign residents daily life and health, )
Foreigner Portal ) ) across all stages of medical care.
insurance guidance
Interpretation Support for Deployment of multilingual Supplementing medical
Foreign Workers (Ministry ~Foreign workers counselors, guidance on accessibility in case of industrial
of Employment and Labor) medical institutions accidents and emergencies.
Literacy M Multilingual translation of Enhancing multilingual medical
) Y Foreigners, seniors prescriptions and test information accessibility and
(K-Bio Healthcare) ] . . .
results, PHR explanations  strengthening patient participation.
Private/social  Telecom 3 Carriers CSR Seni(?rs, Free sr.na.rtpk.lone Improving competence in u.sing
. low-income education, kiosk unmanned services at hospitals
enterprise (KT-SKT-LGU+) o i .
individuals experience and pharmacies.
Medical interpretation, Serving as a language and culture
Multicultural NGOs Foreign tedl Interpretatt Tving Blag ur

(Immigrant Centers, etc.)

workers immigrants

bridge, mitigating health
inequality.

health check-up guidance,
public app education
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