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Objectives

Define literacy in the context of health communications

Describe health literacy’s impact on healthcare

Discuss potential red flags for low health literacy

Identify risk strategies and tools that practitioners can use 
in everyday practice to address health literacy deficits
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Which is the strongest predictor of an individual’s health status?

Do you know?

Age

Income

Employment status

Education level

Racial or ethnic group

Literacy skills

Source: National Patient Safety Foundation. (2011). Health literacy: Statistics at-a-glance. Retrieved 
from http://www.npsf.org/?page=askme3

http://www.npsf.org/?page=askme3
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What is health literacy?

Source: Institute of Medicine. (2004). Health literacy: A prescription to end confusion. National Academies 
Press. Retrieved from http://www.nap.edu/catalog/10883/health-literacy-a-prescription-to-end-confusion

Health literacy is “the degree to which 
individuals have the capacity to obtain, 
process, and understand basic health 
information and services needed to 
make appropriate health decisions.” 

“
“

http://www.nap.edu/catalog/10883/health-literacy-a-prescription-to-end-confusion
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The prevalence of low health literacy

Sources: NPSF, Health literacy: Statistics at-a-glance; NPSF. (2016). Leveling the challenges of health literacy 
with Ask Me 3. Retrieved from http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.npsf.org/resource/resmgr/AskMe3/
AskMe3_HealthLiteracyTrainin.pdf; Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. (n.d.). Fact sheet: 
Health literacy basics. Retrieved from http://health.gov/communication/literacy/quickguide/factsbasic.htm#six

• Just 12% are proficient in health literacy and able to 
use health information effectively

• More than 66% aged 60 or older have inadequate or 
marginal literacy skills 

• Almost 9 out of 10 have difficulty using the everyday 
health information that is routinely available in 
healthcare facilities

• About 1 in 5 reads at the 5th-grade level or below

• Only 50% take medications as directed

Among American adults:

http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.npsf.org/resource/resmgr/AskMe3/AskMe3_HealthLiteracyTrainin.pdf
http://health.gov/communication/literacy/quickguide/factsbasic.htm#six
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The impact of low health literacy

Source: ODPHP, Fact sheet: Health literacy basics; National Network of Libraries of Medicine. (2013). Health 
literacy. Retrieved from http://nnlm.gov/outreach/consumer/hlthlit.html. 

Instructions on 
prescription drug 

bottles
Appointment slips Medical education 

brochures

Verbal instructions 
about care

Mathematical 
concepts, such as 
probability and risk

The informed 
consent process and 

related forms

Low health literacy can impair your patients’ ability to understand:

http://nnlm.gov/outreach/consumer/hlthlit.html
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The impact of low health literacy (continued)

Research indicates that 
people who have low 
health literacy skills:

Make more medication 
and treatment errors

Are less compliant with 
treatment plans

Are at a 50% increased 
risk of hospitalization

Lack skills necessary to 
understand the health 

care system  
Source: NPSF, Health literacy: Statistics at-a-glance
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AMA Foundation health literacy video

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BgTuD7l7LG8

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BgTuD7l7LG8
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Low health literacy red flags

Trouble filling out required forms

Problems articulating concerns or symptoms

Inability to name medications or describe medication regimen 

Excuses, avoidance, or embarrassment

Rudeness, hostility, or suspicious behavior

Noncompliance with treatment plans or follow-up appointments
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Case examples

An elderly woman discharged from the emergency 
department develops a life-threatening infection because 
she doesn't understand the warning signs listed in the 
discharge instructions. 

A man baffled by an intake form in a doctor's office 
reflexively writes "no" to every question because he 
doesn't understand what is being asked.

The mother of a 2-year-old with an inner ear infection 
doesn’t understand the label on the prescribed 
antibiotic. Instead of giving a teaspoon by mouth, she 
pours the medicine into the child’s infected ear. 
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Interacting with older adults

It is important to communicate with 
older patients in ways that are 

respectful and informative.

http://www.patienteducationupdate.com/2012-03-01/article1.asp
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Risk strategies for verbal communication

Use layman’s language to explain medical terms (e.g., “high blood sugar” 
instead of “hyperglycemia”), and utilize visual aids to illustrate difficult 
concepts.

Allow time for questions and restate information as needed. 

Ask open-ended questions. For example, “So, you’re having pain?” 
becomes “Can you tell me more about your pain?”

Use a technique such as “teach-back” to ensure patient comprehension.

Consider cultural beliefs and practices that may influence your interactions 
with patients. 

Provide language access and assistive technologies, including interpreter 
services, to meet the needs of diverse patient communities. 
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“I want to be sure that I did a good job explaining your 
problem. Can you tell me . . .”

Teach-back technique

Why you 
need to 
do it?

What you 
need to 

do?

What your 
problem 

is?
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Risk strategies for written communication

Ensure patient educational materials are written in plain language (4th−5th-grade 
reading level).

Limit content to what patients really need to know. Put the most important 
information first. 

Present information in a logical order, group related information together, focus on 
one topic per paragraph, and use descriptive headings.

Use a font size of at least 12 points; avoid overuse of capitalization and italics, 
which are difficult to read.

Use words that are well known to individuals without medical training. 

Use examples and visual aids (e.g., illustrations or tables) to make complex 
material easier to understand.

Ensure that content is appropriate for the age and culture of the target audience.

Utilize available plain language resources from the National Institutes of Health, 
the National Library of Medicine, and professional associations.
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Health literacy tools — CDC

http://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/index.html

http://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/index.html
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Health literacy tools — AHRQ

http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-
safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html

http://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html
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Health literacy tools — ODPHP

http://health.gov/communication/literacy/

http://health.gov/communication/literacy/
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Health literacy tools — plainlanguage.gov

http://www.plainlanguage.gov/

http://www.plainlanguage.gov/
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Health literacy tools — Office of Minority Health

http://www.minorityhealth.hhs.gov/omh/browse.aspx?lvl=1&lvlid=6

http://www.minorityhealth.hhs.gov/omh/browse.aspx?lvl=1&lvlid=6
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Additional health literacy resources

• National Patient Safety Foundation: Ask Me 3® — www.npsf.org/?page=askme3

• National Library of Medicine: East-to-Ready Health Materials —
www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/all_easytoread.html

• National Quality Forum: Improving Patient Safety Through Informed Consent for 
Patients With Limited Health Literacy — www.qualityforum.org/
Publications/2005/09/Improving_Patient_Safety_Through_Informed_Consent_
for_Patients_with_Limited_Health_Literacy.aspx

• The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine: Health Literacy: 
A Prescription to End Confusion — www.nationalacademies.org/
hmd/Reports/2004/Health-Literacy-A-Prescription-to-End-Confusion.aspx

• MedPro Group: Checklist for Patient Comprehension —www.medpro.com/
documents/10502/2899801/Checklist_Patient+Comprehension.pdf

• University of Michigan: Plain Language Medical Dictionary — www.lib.umich.edu/
taubman-health-sciences-library/plain-language-medical-dictionary

• U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: Plain Language Thesaurus for 
Health Communications — https://depts.washington.edu/respcare/public/
info/Plain_Language_Thesaurus_for_Health_Communications.pdf

http://www.npsf.org/?page=askme3
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/all_easytoread.html
http://www.qualityforum.org/Publications/2005/09/Improving_Patient_Safety_Through_Informed_Consent_for_Patients_with_Limited_Health_Literacy.aspx
http://www.nationalacademies.org/hmd/Reports/2004/Health-Literacy-A-Prescription-to-End-Confusion.aspx
https://www.medpro.com/documents/10502/2899801/Checklist_Patient+Comprehension.pdf
http://www.lib.umich.edu/taubman-health-sciences-library/plain-language-medical-dictionary
https://depts.washington.edu/respcare/public/info/Plain_Language_Thesaurus_for_Health_Communications.pdf

	Health Literacy and the Impact on Patient Care
	Objectives
	Which is the strongest predictor of an individual’s health status?
	What is health literacy?
	The prevalence of low health literacy
	The impact of low health literacy
	The impact of low health literacy (continued)
	AMA Foundation health literacy video
	Low health literacy red flags
	Case examples
	Slide Number 11
	Risk strategies for verbal communication
	Slide Number 13
	Risk strategies for written communication
	Health literacy tools — CDC
	Health literacy tools — AHRQ
	Health literacy tools — ODPHP
	Health literacy tools — plainlanguage.gov
	Health literacy tools — Office of Minority Health
	Additional health literacy resources

