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Organizational Structure



Objectives

• Define health literacy

• Describe universal 
precautions for health literacy

• Name 3 components of 
clear health communication

• Identify 3 online resources 
you can use as tools to 
promote health literacy



Agenda

• Introduction to Health Literacy

• Communication

• Print communication

• Verbal communication

• MedlinePlus to promote health literacy

• EthnoMed



What is 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.

Healthy People 2030



Shared responsibility

Health literacy is a shared responsibility 
between patients and providers

Helen Osborne



Why is it important to address 
health literacy?



Risk factors for low health 
literacy

People with low health literacy are more likely to:

• Have a low-income level

• Have a chronic illness

• Have a disability

• Be older adults

• Identify as a racial or ethnic minority

• Speak English as a second language

• Not have a high school degree or GED

The SHARE Approach—Health Literacy and Shared Decisionmaking: A Reference Guide for Health Care Providers. Content last reviewed November 2018. Agency for 
Healthcare Research and Quality, Rockville, MD.  https://www.ahrq.gov/health-literacy/curriculum-tools/shareddecisionmaking/tools/tool-4/index.html



Communication
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Health Literacy Universal Precautions

You can’t tell by looking

Assume that all patients and caregivers may have difficulty 
comprehending health information

Communicate in ways that anyone can understand





Clear health communication

Clear communication Less clear communication 

Plain language Medical jargon

Simple messages Complex messages

Need-to-know information
(3 to 5 items)

Nice-to-know information

Anticipating misunderstanding Assumes understanding

Confirming understanding Infers understanding 

Clarifying Repeats the same thing (louder)

Objective, judgement free Inadvertently shaming



Can you substitute another word(s) 
for easier understanding?

• Cardiologist

• Pulmonologist

• Anti-inflammatory

• PRN

• Benign



Plain language sentences: examples

• “You don't have COVID-19”

instead of “Your COVID-19 test results were negative”

• "Eat less salt"

instead of "reduce sodium intake"

• "Do not eat or drink before taking this medication"

instead of "take this medication on an empty 
stomach"



Plain language principles

•Use familiar terms, not jargon, acronyms, or medical terminology

• Chunk information
• use ample headings and subheadings with less under each one
• use bullet points 

•Organize logically: most important information first

•Write in a conversational voice vs. academic or research voice
• use the active voice

https://plainlanguage.gov/guidelines/

https://plainlanguage.gov/guidelines/


Print Communication: 
Readability vs. Plain Language

Readability: how easy (or not) something is to read.

Plain language: writing that people can understand. It 
ensures that readers can grasp the message the first time 
they read it. 



Copyright © 2019 CommunicateHealth, All rights reserved



SAM: subheadings and chunking



Applying SAM

Descriptive 
subheadings



Applying SAM (cont’d)



Use visuals to aid communication

• Concentrate on the main 

message

• Use clear headings, labels,

and captions

• Use simple, realistic pictures

• Use colors to aid 
comprehension

• Beware of variations in 

interpretations of standard 

images

Know the Facts about Fetal Alcohol Syndrome. Native American Community Board



Verbal communication

Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd Edition

• Listen carefully

• Use the receiver’s words

• Use plain language and avoid jargon

• Slow down

• Limit and repeat content

• Demonstrate how it's done

• Use graphics



Invite questions
• Instead of: Do you have any 

questions? (too easy to 
answer "no")

• Better to say: What questions 
do you have?

Confirm understanding
• Instead of: Do you 

understand? 
(too easy to answer "yes")

• Better to use the teach-back 
method

Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit, 2nd Edition​



AHRQ: Static Teach-back Interactive Module



MedlinePlus 
tools to 
promote 
health 
literacy



Culturally aware communication

• Tailor messages to specific groups

• Be aware of cultural norms and customs that 
influence communication, decision making, health beliefs, and 
health behaviors

• Avoid idioms and jargon

• Use high quality translators and interpreters

• Avoid stereotypes



Use visuals 
and examples 
that reflect 
the audience



EthnoMed



IHS



Summary

• Health Literacy is a shared responsibility

• Universal precautions for health literacy ensure that we 
communicate in ways that everyone can understand

• Clear health communication best practices include using plain 
language, limiting to "need to know" information, confirming 
understanding, and being aware of cultural differences 

• Free online resources you can use to promote health literacy 
include SAM, MedlinePlus, EthnoMed, IHS, and the AHRQ 
Health Literacy Universal Precautions Toolkit



Questions?
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