
  Improving Health Communication One Word At a Timeϰ 



Health Literacy Innovations  

Á IŜŀƭǘƘ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ !ŘǾƛǎƻǊϰ 
(English & Spanish) 

Á Health literacy training and 
presentations 

 

 

Á National Survey of Medicaid 
Guidelines for Health Literacy 

Á Health Literacy & Plain 
Language Resource  Guide 

Á Health Literacy Innovations 
Newsletter 

 

Who We Are  

 

What We Do  
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Mission ς  
YƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ƻŦ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΣ  

HLI was founded to create tools to help eliminate medical mistakes  
and confusion due to low health literacy ς  

 
Flagship Product ς  
¢ƘŜ IŜŀƭǘƘ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ !ŘǾƛǎƻǊ όI[!ύΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ 

program 
 
 
 
Goals ς  
Ã Streamline the health literacy review process 
Ã Replace inefficiency with technology and knowledge 
Ã Empower communicators with the tools to create, produce, print, display, share, and 

advertise clear health information 
Ã Improve health care outcomes one word at a time 
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Health Literacy Innovations  



MHPA Webinar Objectives 

Á Introduce Health Literacy 
 

Á Review the Impact of  Low Health Literacy 
 

Á Examine Strategies to Improve Health Literacy  
Á Understand the population at risk  
Á Improve the usability of information 
Á Measure for health literacy  
Á Improve the usability of health services 

 
Á Advocate for Health Literacy Improvement 
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Health Literacy Goal  
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ά! ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ 
and institutions take responsibility for providing clear 

communication and adequate support to facilitate health-
ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΦέ 

   
-- Institute of Medicine, 2004 
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Introduce Health Literacy  
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Imagine. . . 

In an emergency room patients may be asked to sign this: 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 Actual informed consent from Washington, DC-based teaching hospital  
 Readability Grade Level: College 

CONSENT FOR TREATMENT, RELEASES, ACKNOWLEDGEMENT  

AND FINANCIAL AGREEMENT  

 

GENERAL CONSENT FOR TREATMENT.  VOLUNTARY CONSENT TO AUTHORIZE SUCH 

CARE AND TREATMENTS, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO PHYSICAL OR MENTAL 

EXAMINATION, DIAGNOSITIC TESTS, MEDICAL PROCEDURES AND MEDICATION 

(TREATMENTS) BY EMPLOYEES AND AUTHORIZED AGENTS OF  NAME CHANGED 

HOSPITAL ñHOSPTIAL) AS MAY BE CONSIDERED NECESSARY OR ADVISABLE IN 

THEIR PROFESSIONAL JUDGEMENT, AND MAY INCLUDE THE DRAWING AND TESTING 

FOR HIV (THE VIRUS THAT CAUSES AIDS) AND OTHER BLOOD BORNE DISEASES. I 

FURTHER ACKNOWLEGE THAT NO GUARANTEES HAVE BEEN MADE REGARDING 

THE EFFECT OF SUCH TREATMENTS ON ANY MEDICAL CONDITION 



Or At Home, Understand This. . .  

But patients in a study were given five pill bottles with instructions on the label. 
  
When asked how they would take the medicine, nearly 50% did not understand at 
least one of the labels, and even among those with adequate literacy, more than 
1/3 missed at least one. 
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For Many Americans, Understanding Health 

Information Might be Clear and Easy to Understand -  
 

 

-- Yet for the 77 million Americans with low literacy ς who read 
below the 8th-grade level ς health information may appear as:  
 

tuohtiw a llew dengised dna ylreporp detenmelpmi 
margorp, ruoy stneilc yam eviecer etauqedani noitcetorp fo 
evitisnes ssenisub secruoser, hcihw thgim tsac na 
elbarovafnu thgil no eht esabatad ngised ssecorp nihtiw 
ruoy ynapmoc. 
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What is Health Literacy?  

ά¢ƘŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ  
obtain, process, and understand basic health 

information and services needed to make  
ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦέ 

 
-- Healthy People 2010 

 

Defining Health Literacy 
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In Plain English  

 

An individual's ability to understand and act on health information. 
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Literacy 
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ά¦ǎƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 
ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ  

ƻƴŜΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭΦέ  
 

-- 2003 National Adult Literacy Survey 



Low Literacy  

Á Not using learned reading skills 
Á Learning disabilities 
Á Lack of frame of reference 
Á English is not their first 

language 
Á Poorly developed materials & 

confusing instructions 

Á Slow learners 
Á  Have poor appearance 
Á  Use broken English 
Á  Have fewer years of schooling 
Á  Will admit reading problems 
Á  5ƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ 

 

Common Reasons  Common Myths  

13 

Teaching Patients with Low Literacy Skills 1996 
Doak, Doak  and Root 

 



Defining Study ς NAAL  

 
Á NAAL ς National Assessment of Adult is a nationally representative 

assessment of English literacy among American adults age 16 and older 
Á Sponsored by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
Á Health literacy was a new component of the 2003  
Á National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL) 

Á Nationally representative sample of more  
than 19,000 adults aged 16 and older in the United States 

Á Assessment of English literacy using prose, document, and 
quantitative scales   
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NAALs Difficulty of Selected  
Health Literacy Tasks 

12 

Circle the date of a medical appointment 
on a hospital appointment slip. (101) 

 
Give two reasons a person should be 
tested for a specific disease, based on 
information in a clearly written pamphlet. 
(202)  

 
 
Determine what time a person can take a 
prescription medication, based on 
information on the drug label that relates 
the timing of medication to eating. (253) 

 
/ŀƭŎǳƭŀǘŜ ŀƴ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜΩǎ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ 
insurance costs for a year, using a table. 
(382) 

Ã Below Basic 
 
 

Ã Basic 
 
 
 
 

Ã Intermediate 
 
 
 

Ã Proficient 

 

Average score: 245 

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, 
Institute for Education Sciences 



b!![Ωǎ ¢ŀǎƪǎ  

Á Clinical: Filling out a patient form 

 

Á Prevention: Following guidelines for age-appropriate 
preventive health services 

 

Á Navigation of the health care system: Understanding 
what a health insurance plan will pay for 

 

 

Tasks organized around three domains: 
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b!![Ωǎ /ŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ  

Á Proficient: Can perform complex and challenging literacy activities 

 

Á Intermediate: Can perform moderately challenging literacy activities 

 

Á Basic: Can perform simple everyday literacy activities 

 

Á Below Basic: Can perform no more than the most simple and concrete 
literacy activities 

 

Á Nonliterate in English:  Unable to complete a minimum number of 
screening tasks or could not be tested because did not speak English or 
Spanish 
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b!![Ωǎ aŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ 

 

 

 

 

Percentage of Adults in Each Literacy Level: 2003 
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National Center for Education Statistics, 
Institute for Education Sciences 



Results - Health Literacy in the U.S.  

 

 

 

 

77 million adults have basic or below health literacy skills 
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The Health Literacy of American Adults. 
Results from the 2003  NAALs , National   

Center for Education Statistics (2006). 
http://nces.ed.gov/naal/health.asp  

Intermediate 

53% 

Proficient 

12% 
     Below 

     Basic  

     13% 

Basic 
22% 

13+ 

22 

53 

------- 

88% below proficient 

level 

 

 



Non-literate in English 
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The Health Literacy of American Adults. 
NAALs, National Center for Education 

Statistics, Institute for Education Sciences 

Intermediate 

53% 



Health Literacy By Race 
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NAALs, National Center for Education Statistics, 

Institute for Education Sciences 

Intermediate 

53% 

 



b!![Ωǎ CƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ  
Percentage of Adults in the Below Basic Health Literacy 
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1 ¢ƘŜ ά5ƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƻōǘŀƛƴ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘέ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ ƛƴƳŀǘŜǎΦ  
2 Disabilities include vision, hearing, learning disability, and other health problems. 

U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,  
2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL) 



Yet. . . 

 

Most folks described themselves as being able to read very well! 
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The Reality 

 

Today, fewer than one in six adults and only one in three seniors have 
proficient health literacy. 
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The Challenge 
25 

ÁEven though the research reveals that few Americans can 
read, act, or understand their health information, we are 
slow to respond --  
 
Á 30 million Americans have a reading level of 5th grade 

or below 
Á The average reading level of health communications 

materials created by the health industry is at 10th grade 
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The Impact of  
Low Health Literacy  



Why?  

ÁWhen consumers cannot read, understand or act on their health 
care information, they cannot . . . 
Á follow directions 
Á fill out or complete forms  
Á share personal and health information with providers 
Á act on health-related news and announcements 
Á navigate the health system and get needed services 
Á find and locate providers and services  

 

Is Health Literacy So Important?  
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Mistakes Happen  

Costs go up!  Quality of care goes down!  
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People with Low Health Literacy Have  

Poorer Health Status   
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Á Higher health care usage:   
Á More preventable hospital visits 
Á Greater use of ER  

Á Are at greater risk of misunderstanding treatment 
recommendations 

Á Have problems in accurately taking prescription medications  
Á Die earlier  

 



People with Low Health Literacy Have  

Higher costs  
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Á An annual health care industry 
cost of $236 billion 
 

Á An average health care consumer 
cost of $13,000 compared to only 
$3,000 for those with higher 
literacy levels 
 

Á Annual health care costs for 
individuals with low literacy skills 
are four times higher than those 
with higher literacy skills 

 



Shame  
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Problems repeatedly mentioned 
Á Deep sense of shame, reinforced by hospital staff 
Á Difficulty reading signs and locating places 
Á Intimidation of filling forms 
Á Frequency of medication errors 

 
   Baker, Parker et al, Emory University School of Medicine,  

   Harbor ς UCLA Medical Center, Arch Fam Med, 1996  

 

 

The Health Care Experience of  
Patients With Low Literacy 

 



 

The Health Care Experience of  
Patients With Low Literacy 

 

Coping Mechanisms 
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Patient may 
Á Carry many papers around 
Á Fail to take medicine as prescribed 
Á Fail to know the name of a familiar medicine 
Á Not ask questions after reading  materials 

 
Or say 
Á I forgot my glasses 
Á Could you fill this out for me? 
Á LΩƭƭ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘƛǎ ƘƻƳŜ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘέ 

   

 
Emory University School of Medicine,  

Patient Education and Counseling, 1996 

 
    



Summary  

Keep in Mind  
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Á¸ƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘŜƭƭ ōȅ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ 
Á Limited literacy is a big problem with a high price tag! 
Á Health literacy is one factor that leads to:  

Ápositive attitude  

Ágreater self efficacy and behavior an  

Ábetter health outcomes. 
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 Strategies to Improve  

Health Literacy  
  



 
Understand the Population at Risk 

 

ÁOlder adults 
ÁMinorities populations 
Á Immigrants whose first language is not English 
ÁLow income - approximately half of Medicare/Medicaid 

recipients read below the 5th grade reading level 
ÁPeople with chronic mental and/or physical health 

conditions 
 

  

Who is Most Likely to Have the Lowest Health Literacy Skills? 
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Population At Risk  

Á Many of the same populations 
at risk for limited health 
literacy also suffer from 
disparities in health status, 
illness: 
Á including heart disease, 

diabetes, obesity, HIV/AIDS, 
oral disease, cancer deaths, 
and low birth weight, and 
death. 

 

Á Neither age, income, 
employment, educational 
level, race, nor ethnic group, 
are a predictor of health:  

Á literacy level is still the strongest 
predictor of health. 

 

Similar Populations Dissimilar Characteristics  
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Limited Health Literacy 
is Found in ALL People 
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Of the 77 million with limited health literacy skills, 
the majority are English speaking American citizens  

of European ancestry. 

 
 
 
 

 



Improve the Usability of Information  

Á Review materials 

Á Use plain language  

Á Review for health literacy  

 

Improve information for consumers  
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See the Signs  

Á Take words literally 

Á Read quite slowly  

Á Bypass tough words 

Á Miss the context and meaning 

Á Get tired easily 

 

People with low health literacy tend to:  
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Learn the Terms & Concepts 

Á Cultural competency 
Á Readability    

 

 

Á A technique for communicating 
clearly 

Á It is one tool for improving 
health literacy 

 

Health Literacy Is Not Plain Language Is 
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Understand Plain Language  

Á Using simple language  
Á Defining technical terms 
Á Using the active voice 
Á Breaking down complex information into understandable pieces 

(chunking) 
Á Organizing information so the most important points come first 

(logical order) 

 

 

Key elements of plain language include: 
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Assess Material 

ÁRelevant content  
Á Learning stimulation & motivation 
Á Literacy demand 
ÁGraphics that work 
Á Layout and typography 
ÁCultural/linguistic appropriateness 

 

 

 

Review for 
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Review & Edit  

Á Sometimes a sodium (salt) 
restricted diet is recommended 
because reduction of salt may 
ŀƭǎƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƭƻǿŜǊ ōƭƻƻŘ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜΦέ  

 

Á άIf your blood pressure is high, 
Ŝŀǘ ƭŜǎǎ ǎŀƭǘΦέ 

 

Hard to Understand  Easy Solution  
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Personal Favorite 

 

άTo stage your malignancy, we need to perform diagnostic 
scans. Then, once we know the etiology, we can discuss some 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 

    
 

 

 

 

Philadelphia Inquirer  1-14-94 

 

Editorial Example  
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Personal Favorite 

 

Ã ά¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŎŀƴŎŜǊΦ L ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ǎǇǊŜŀŘΦέ  

 

Ã ά! /!¢ ǎŎŀƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎΦ ¢ƘŜƴΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ ŘǊǳƎǎ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘƻǇ 
ƛǘΦέ 

 
       Philadelphia Inquirer  1-14-94 

 

 

Stated Simply... 
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Review Content 

Á Present the action messages first 
Á Get to the point as soon as possible 
Á Tell the reader what to DO first 
Á Leave out nice to know, but not needed 
Á Use the active voice  
Á Keep messages concrete 
Á Write to your reader 
Á Organize text 

 

 

Remember to . . .    
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Assess Material  

Á Relevant content  
Á Learning stimulation & motivation 
Á Literacy demand 
Á Graphics that work 
Á Layout and typography 
Á Cultural/linguistic appropriateness 

 

Review for . . .  
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Use User-Friendly Materials 

Á Material size 
Á Text layout  
Á Font color 
Á Paper weight, color and type 
Á Graphics 

 

Assess design for . . . 
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Use User-Friendly Materials 

Á Do not wrap text around 
pictures 

Á Use plenty of white space 
Á Avoid ghosting 

 

Review text layout. . . 
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Use User-Friendly Materials 
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Use User-Friendly Materials 

Text layout - typography 
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Case Style  
ÁUse mixed case 
ÁDo not use drop caps 
ÁAVOID ALL CAPS 
ÁLimit:  

Á Underlining 
Á Italics 

 



User Friendly Materials Design 

 

Pictures and illustrations 
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Á Make them be familiar to the  
audience  

Á Make them attractive 
Á Attention getting  

 



Toss Medical Jargon 
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Ã Analgesic  
Ã Hypertension   
Ã Oral 
Ã Increase food intake 

 

Other things to avoid: 
Ã Technical words  
Ã Statistics 
Ã Concept words    
Ã Value-judgment words  
Ã Negative words  

 


