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Learning Objectives

• Understand the concept of health literacy

• Identify barriers to health literacy

• Strategies to increase health literacy in practice



CONCEPTS



What is Health Literacy?

A patient centered approach in which an individual 
is able to acquire, communicate, understand, and 
apply health-related information in daily activities 
that align with preferences, values, needs, and 
ability to make informed decisions. 



Health Literacy

• Personal health literacy is the 
degree to which individuals have 
the ability to find, understand, and 
use information and services to 
inform health-related decisions 
and actions for themselves and 
others.

• Organizational health literacy is 
the degree to which 
organizations equitably enable 
individuals to find, understand, 
and use information and 
services to inform health-related 
decisions and actions for 
themselves and others.

US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS)- Healthy People 
2030



Is health literacy assessed at your 
clinic/unit?

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.

Poll Question



Poll Question

• Is health literacy assessed at your clinic/unit?
• Yes
• No
• Only under certain circumstances



Key Aspects in Health-Related Decision Making

How we 
access 

information

How we 
understand 
information

How we use 
information

How we 
interpret 

and/or solve 
problems



Health Literacy in US

9 out of 10 adults 
have trouble with 

health literacy.



National Assessment of Adult Literacy 
(NAAL)

• The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) has conducted assessments of 
U.S. adult literacy since 1985. The NAAL is a national assessment of English literacy 
skills of Americans aged 16 and older.

• The 2003 NAAL was the first assessment of the nation's progress in adult literacy since 
1992.
• 10 categories of questions

• General and language background (19)
• Education background and experiences (19)
• Political and social participation (12)
• Labor force participation (15)
• Literacy practices (7)
• Job training and skills (10)
• Demographic information (9)
• Family literacy (5)
• Household income and welfare participation (12)
• Health (10)



NAAL Results

https://nces.ed.gov/NAAL/kf_demographics.asp#3



Overall



Additional 
Standardized 
Assessments
Nutrition Literacy Assessment Instrument 
(NLit()

Rapid estimate of Adult Literacy in 
Medicine (REALM), Short Form (SF)

BRIEF 16 Health Literacy Questions

Short Assessment of Health Literacy (50)

Test of Functional Health Literacy in 
Adults TOFHLA Numeracy

Jolie Haun, PhD, Virginia Noland-Dodd, PhD, MPH, Jill Varnes, EdD, John 
Graham-Pole, MD, Barbara Rienzo, PhD, and Patricia Donaldson, RN



Food and Nutrition Literacy

• CDC defines nutrition literacy as “going beyond understanding 
the origin of food, how it is cultivated and processed and its 
impact on health, to being able to act on nutritional 
information”.

• NLit Assessment

https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/researchevaluate/food-literacy.html



BARRIERS TO 
PROFICIENCY



Poll Question

Have you or a loved one ever been 
confused by what a medical professional 
has told you?

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



Poll Question

• Have you ever been confused by what a medical 
professional has told you?
• Yes
• No



The Patient is Not the Problem



Barriers to Proficiency

• Emotional Capacity

• Insurance

• Miscommunication

• Systemic Structures

• Cultural Competence

• Embarrassment /Uncomfortability

• Age

• Knowledge of Medical Terms

• Mental limitations

• Reading, Writing, and Mathematical 
Skills

• Access to Health Information

• Auditory Issues



How Health Literacy Affects Care

Infographic: Health Literacy | CDC

https://www.cdc.gov/cpr/infographics/healthliteracy.htm


Social Determinants of Health

10-May-22 CKD and ESRD in US Hispanics - ScienceDirect 22

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0272638618305481


Program for the International Assessment 
of Adult Competencies (PIAAC)

https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/piaac/skillsmap/?view=comparison&geoleve
l=county&first=17031



Most Common Medical Terms Patients 
Don’t Understand

• Screening

• Dermatologist

• Immunization

• Contraception

• Hypertension

• Oral

• Diabetes

• Diet

• Hygiene

• Prevention

• Mental Health

• Annually

• Depression

• Respiratory problems

• Community Resources

• Monitor

• Cardiovascular

• Referral

• Eligible

• Arthritis



Interventions

Ridpath JR, Larson EB, Greene SM. Can integrating health literacy into the 
patient-centered medical home help us weather the perfect storm?. J Gen 

Intern Med. 2012;27(5):588-594. doi:10.1007/s11606-011-1964-6
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STRATEGIES



Diversify 
Learning Tools

Speak in clear, concise 
formats

Use Video and Photos Demonstration and 
Interactive Models

Communicate in the 
patient’s preferred 

language 

Use checklists



Strategies: Strengthen the Team



Effective Communication



Be “DIRECT”

AHRQ Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd Edition

https://www.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/wysiwyg/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/healthlittoolkit2.pdf


PATIENT 
CENTERED 
APPROACH



Current Initiatives
• National Health Literacy Plan

• Develop and Share Health and Safety Information That Is Accurate, Accessible, and 

Actionable

• Integrate Clear Communication and Health Literacy into Public Health Planning, Funding, 

Policy Development, Research, and Evaluation

• Incorporate Accurate, Standards-Based, and Developmentally Appropriate Health and 

Science Information and Curricula in Educational Settings from Preschool through 

University Levels

CDC



Strategies: The Three A’s

• The CDC Health Literacy plan suggested all health 
information should be: 
• Accurate
• Accessible
• Actionable



Accurate



Accessible

• Who can see it?

• How is information seen?

• Are you able to glance and still retain information?

• Intentional and unintentional exposure methods?

• Is the message/main statement helpful?



Actionable

• Be concrete and specific

• Limit information and tasks to 2-4 
key points per appointment

• Goals should be realistic and 
attainable

• Engage in speaker/listener exercises 
to confirm understanding



Current/Future Research

•Healthy People 2030
• Most objectives are in infancy stage (developmental and 

research)
• We have baseline knowledge of healthy literacy, poor 

communication with provider, desired outcomes, health IT
• Data will allow us to improve strategies and health outcomes

Healthy people 2030: Health Communication



Resources

• Literacy and Health in America
• https://cdn1.sph.harvard.edu/wp-

content/uploads/sites/135/2012/09/health_actvities_materials_tasks_chart.pdf

• Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion
• https://health.gov/healthliteracyonline/

• Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality's (AHRQ) Toolkit
• AHRQ Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit | Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality

• CDC Planning Templates for Health Literacy
• https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/pdf/planning_template.pdf

• Health Literacy Modules
• https://nnlm.gov/guides/clinical-conversations-training-program

https://health.gov/healthliteracyonline/
https://health.gov/healthliteracyonline/
https://health.gov/healthliteracyonline/
https://health.gov/healthliteracyonline/
https://health.gov/healthliteracyonline/
https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/index.html
https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/pdf/planning_template.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/pdf/planning_template.pdf
https://nnlm.gov/guides/clinical-conversations-training-program
https://nnlm.gov/guides/clinical-conversations-training-program


QUESTIONS?



THANK YOU


	Health Literacy
	Disclosures
	Learning Objectives
	CONCEPTS
	What is Health Literacy?
	Health Literacy
	Slide Number 7
	Poll Question
	Key Aspects in Health-Related Decision Making
	Health Literacy in US
	National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL)
	NAAL Results
	Overall
	Additional Standardized Assessments
	Food and Nutrition Literacy
	Barriers to Proficiency
	Slide Number 17
	Poll Question
	The Patient is Not the Problem
	Barriers to Proficiency
	How Health Literacy Affects Care
	Social Determinants of Health
	Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC)
	Most Common Medical Terms Patients Don’t Understand
	Interventions
	Interventions
	Interventions
	STRATEGIES
	Diversify Learning Tools
	Strategies: Strengthen the Team
	Effective Communication
	Be “DIRECT”
	Patient Centered Approach
	Current Initiatives
	Strategies: The Three A’s
	Accurate
	Accessible
	Actionable
	Current/Future Research
	Resources
	Questions?
	THANK YOU

