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OBJECTIVES

Review 

fundamentals of 

health literacy

Discuss strategies 
to improve health 

outcomes and 
advance health 
equity for all

Apply Health 
Literacy 

strategies to 
healthcare 

settings



“Knowing is not 

enough; we must 

apply. Willing is not 

enough; we must 

do.”

—Goethe



HEALTH LITERACY

PERSONAL HEALTH LITERACY 

The degree to which individuals 

can find, understand, and use 

information and services to inform 

health-related decisions and 

actions for themselves and others.

ORGANIZATIONAL HEALTH 

LITERACY 

The degree to which organizations 

implement policies, practices, and 

systems that “make it easier for 

people to navigate, understand, 

and use information and services 

for themselves and others.

1. https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/learn/index.html#:~:text=Emphasize%20people's%20ability%20to%20use,Incorporate%20a%

20public%20health%20perspective 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/learn/index.html#:~:text=Emphasize%20people's%20ability%20to%20use,Incorporate%20a%20public%20health%20perspective
https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/learn/index.html#:~:text=Emphasize%20people's%20ability%20to%20use,Incorporate%20a%20public%20health%20perspective


PERSONAL HEALTH 

LITERACY

• More than an individual's 

proficiency in reading, writing, 

and using numbers

• Includes listening, talking, 

using health technology, 

interpreting images and results, 

abstract skills such as 

evaluating and weighing 

treatment options and engaging 

in medical decision-making. 

1. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7889072/



PERSONAL EXPERIENCE

What is a personal 

experience you’ve had 

related to health literacy?

How did it impact you or a 

loved one? 



1. https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health/literature-summaries/health-literacy

FACTORS THAT IMPACT 

HEALTH LITERACY



90% of all adults in the U.S. will 

struggle to understand and use 

health information at some point in 

their life.¹
(More than 10% of the population works in healthcare.²)

Health literacy is situational.

1. https://www.nnlm.gov/guides/intro-health-literacy#:~:text=Nearly%209%20out%20of%2010,understanding%2C%20and%20using%20that%20information.

2. https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/what-are-the-recent-trends-health-sector-employment/#Cumulative%20%%20change%20in%20health%20sector%20and%20non-

health%20sector%20employment,%20January%201990%20-%20October%202023 

https://www.nnlm.gov/guides/intro-health-literacy#:~:text=Nearly%209%20out%20of%2010,understanding%2C%20and%20using%20that%20information
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/what-are-the-recent-trends-health-sector-employment/#Cumulative%20%%20change%20in%20health%20sector%20and%20non-health%20sector%20employment,%20January%201990%20-%20October%202023
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/what-are-the-recent-trends-health-sector-employment/#Cumulative%20%%20change%20in%20health%20sector%20and%20non-health%20sector%20employment,%20January%201990%20-%20October%202023


https://www.fredhutch.org/en/news/center-news/2016/09/cancer-communication-breakdown-medical-jargon.html



Limited Health Literacy 

can result in:

• Medication errors 

• Difficulty understanding and following care 

plans 

• Reduced use of preventive services

• Challenges managing the complexities of long-

term conditions

• Longer hospital stays

• Increased hospital re-admissions, and increased 

emergency department use

• Confusion about appropriate responses to 

public health emergencies

• Higher mortality

Increased Cost

Limited health literacy 

through all it’s impacts, 

is estimated to cost the 

U.S. economy up to 

$349 billion every year. 

¹

1. https://www.chcs.org/media/Health-Literacy-Fact-Sheets_2024.pdf



THE CHALLENGE

What are some challenges 

supporting personal and 

organizational health literacy?
• Time 

• Preparedness

• Gaps in the system

• Stress and anxiety impacts memory

o Patients remember LESS THAN HALF of 

what you say. 

• Curse of knowledge

1. https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0191940#abstract0  

2. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/10829126/ 

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0191940#abstract0
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/10829126/


CURSE OF KNOWLEDGE

Understanding 

of patients 

and caregivers

Our

Expectations



HEALTH LITERACY 

STRATEGIES

Shame free 

environment 

Clear and 

accessible 

communication 
(verbal and written)

Teach-back to 

evaluate 

understanding



SHAME FREE ENVIRONMENT

• Create trust by being informed and humble
• Words can hurt or heal. 

• Names, pronouns, preferred spoken/written language, cultural 

practices, relationship of family present, etc.

• Warm welcome: start with introductions. 

• Slow down, pause to care, and engage with clients.

• Sit down and setup space for collaboration.

• Pay attention to body language, non-verbal cues.

• Actively listen to understand, rather than to reply. 

• “Being listened to, is so close to being loved that most people cannot 

tell the difference.”  -David Oxberg

1. https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/670392 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/670392


SHAME FREE ENVIRONMENT

• Remove distractions and outside noise.

• Encourage notetaking.

• Express empathy and find opportunities for connection. 

• Support client’s autonomy.

• Open the conversation by understanding what clients already 

know.

• Ask open-ended questions.

• Validate complexity of information.

1. https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/670392

2. https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool4.html 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/670392
https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool4.html


Case Study 1

Leadership at your organization has identified creating a 

welcoming, shame free environment for clients as a top 

priority. They reach out to you to develop simple ways to 

improve the client experience.

Brainstorm strategies for creating a shame-free environment 

for clients. Consider the following questions:

1. How can you improve way-finding or physically navigating the 

space?

2. How can you improve the check-in process?

3. What other ways can you create a welcoming environment?

 



CLEAR AND ACCESSIBLE VERBAL 

COMMUNICATION

• Use universal precautions! 

• Health literacy is a state, not a trait.

• You can’t see health literacy. 

• Communicate clearly and concisely. 

• Focus on the “need to know” vs. “nice to know” information.

• Use familiar terms that you would use in your own living room.

• Use plain, non-medical language. If you need to use a specific medical 

term, include a definition in plain language: 
• Catheter: A tube for putting fluids into the body, or helping them flow out of the 

body

• Anesthesia: a drug that makes your child sleepy and relaxed

• Abnormal: Different from what we expect

1. https://www.nih.gov/institutes-nih/nih-office-director/office-communications-public-liaison/clear-communication 

https://www.nih.gov/institutes-nih/nih-office-director/office-communications-public-liaison/clear-communication


CLEAR AND ACCESSIBLE VERBAL 

COMMUNICATION

• SHOW and tell as much as possible. 

• Use pictures, diagrams, video, chart, hand gestures and online 

images to help clients visualize information. 

• Refer to written materials as you’re explaining information out 

loud.

• Clearly explain how/when clients can reach you.

• Make sure they know who to contact and how with questions. 

• Avoid vague language. Be specific with what clients can expect.

This is about their experience and their understanding.

1. https://www.nih.gov/institutes-nih/nih-office-director/office-communications-public-liaison/clear-communication

2. https://www.chcs.org/media/Improving_Oral_Communication.pdf  

https://www.nih.gov/institutes-nih/nih-office-director/office-communications-public-liaison/clear-communication
https://www.chcs.org/media/Improving_Oral_Communication.pdf


Let’s play the Plain Language Game!

Instead of… Try…

Adhere

Administer

Annually

Contains

Congenital 

Chronic

Prior to

Provider

Nausea/vomiting

follow

give

one time a year

has

present before birth

never ending, does not go away 

before

Doctor, care team

sick to stomach/throwing up



CLEAR AND ACCESSIBLE 

WRITTEN COMMUNICATION

Focus on the design of the resource 

to make reading easier by using:

• Headings

• Bullets or check boxes

• Numbered lists/steps

• Lots of white space

• Helpful pictures/drawings or videos

• Charts or tables

• Same font throughout

1. https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool4.html 

https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool4.html


CLEAR AND ACCESSIBLE WRITTEN 

COMMUNICATION

Use logical organization:

• Use headings in the form of questions readers will likely 

have

• Put most important information first

• Include “need to know” information vs “nice to know”

• Limit content and reinforce key points to avoid information 

overload.

• Focus on the action the reader should take

• Contact your care team if you have any questions. VS. You will get 

information about who to contact in case you have questions.

1. https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool4.html 

https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool4.html


CLEAR AND ACCESSIBLE WRITTEN 

COMMUNICATION

Reduce text complexity by using:

• Shorter sentences. Less = More!

• Plain language

• Bulleted lists

• Active voice

 Active: Medicare covers the wheelchair. 

 Passive: The wheelchair is covered by Medicare.

• Contractions like don’t, it’s, can’t, etc. are okay and sometimes helpful! 

• Consistent wording instead of using different words that have similar meanings. 

(Examples: contact/call, vaccine/immunization, clinic visit/clinic appointment)

1. https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool4.html 

https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool4.html










Case Study 2

In this semi-post pandemic environment, your supervisor is 

asking all team members to teach clients how to effectively 

wash their hands. Brainstorm with your group how you will 

teach clients about hand hygiene. 

Consider the following questions:

• How will you communicate the importance of good hand 

hygiene using clear and accessible written communication?

• How will you explain how to wash your hands in a way that 

is easily understood by a diverse population of clients?



Clear Title

Ordered Steps 
(logical organization)

Plain Language

Visual Aids

Eng and Spa on 

same sign

Need to know 

information 

only

Visually 

supportive 

design- plenty 

of white space



TEACH-BACK TO CHECK UNDERSTANDING

• Gold standard for assessing knowledge/understanding

• Ask patient to explain using their own words (NOT yes/no).

• “Chunk and Check” information

• If you are teaching more than one concept, remember to 

“chunk and check”.

• Teach the 2-3 main points for the first concept & check for 

understanding using teach-back.

• Then go to the next concept

1. https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool5.html



TEACH-BACK TO CHECK UNDERSTANDING

• Prompt asking questions:
• “What questions do you have about [topic]?”

• “What is your greatest worry or concern about [topic]?

• Validate complexity of information.
• “I’ve gone over a lot of information…”

• Provide sample questions to reinforce key points, 

especially if caregivers say, “I don’t have any 

questions.”
• “You may be wondering about…”

• “Let’s say, you/your child needs ______. If that happens, we will….” 

1. https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/improve/precautions/tool5.html



Helpful Resources for You
Inclusive Language

• CDC’s Health Equity Guiding Principles for Inclusive Communication

Plain Language Glossary

• CDC’s Everyday Words for Public Health Communication

• UnitedHealth Group Just Plain Clear Glossary

Digital Communication

• Health Literacy Online: A Guide for Simplifying the User Experience

Health Literacy Principles in Action

• U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Health Literacy in 

Healthy People 2030

https://www.cdc.gov/healthcommunication/Health_Equity.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/everydaywords/index.html
https://www.justplainclear.com/en
https://health.gov/healthliteracyonline/
https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/health-literacy-healthy-people-2030
https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/health-literacy-healthy-people-2030


Everyday, focus on 
your purpose.

Remember WHY 
you do what you do. 

“We don’t get burned out 
because of WHAT we do. 

We get burned our because 
we forget WHY we do it.” 

-Jon Gordon



Questions?
Maggie.Wilkerson@childrenscolorado.org  

Office #: 720-777-5620

Brittany.Walter@childrenscolorado.org 

Office #: 720-777-3472

mailto:Margaret.Wilkerson@childrenscolorado.org
mailto:Margaret.Wilkerson@childrenscolorado.org


THANK 

YOU!
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