


What is Health Literacy?

The degree to which individuals have the 
capacity to obtain, process, and 
understand basic health information and 
services needed to make appropriate 
health decisions.



Examples of Health Literacy:

• Reading instructions

• Understanding medication bottles

• Knowing how to get to the lab

• Understand lab results

• Able to read and understand food labels

• Making appointments



Risks of Low Health Literacy

People with low health literacy:

• Are less able to care for their chronic conditions

• Use more healthcare services

• Have higher mortality rates

• Are more likely to engage in unsafe or inappropriate use of 
prescription or over-the-counter medications

• Are less likely to use preventive health services



Goals for Improving Health Literacy

All people have the right to health information 
that helps them make informed decisions.

Health services should be delivered in ways 
that are easy to understand and that improve 
health, longevity, and quality of life.



How do you know if someone has 
low health literacy?

You Don’t!





Health Literacy Universal Precautions

Assume that all patients may have difficulty comprehending health 
information and accessing health services. 

• Minimize the risk of miscommunication:
• Simplify communication
• Confirm comprehension

• Make the office environment easier to navigate

• Supporting patients' efforts to improve their health through 
patient engagement



Some Tests for Assessing Health Literacy

REALM:  Requires patients to read and pronounce common medical terms. It 
has been used to assess health literacy among many different patient 
populations.

Brief Questionnaire: 16 questions asking the patient's opinion on their ability to 
complete common health care tasks such as filling out forms and reading 
prescription labels.

Newest Vital Sign: Asks the patient to read and answer questions about an ice 
cream food labels (calculations).

Test of Functional Health Literacy in Adults (TOFHLA): uses healthcare 
materials to screen numeracy and reading comprehension.
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How to Use Universal Precautions

Understanding 
Health Information

Navigating the 
Health System

Engaging in Self 
Care



Understanding Health Information



Plain Language

Plain language is: 
• Using commonly known and 

understood words and terms 

• Eliminating non-essential info

Plain language is not: 

• “Dumbing-down”

• Talking down to a person

The goal is to communicate at a 6-8th grade reading level.



Choosing Words

• Use simpler words (1-2 syllables).

• Use familiar words (avoid jargon and legalese).



Choosing Words

Cardiovascular

Heart or Blood Vessel



Choosing Words

Assistance

Help



Choosing Words

Remainder

The rest



Choosing Words

Saturate

Soak



Choosing Words

Visualize

See



Choosing Words

Detect

Find



Be Consistent with Words

You need to get an x-ray.

This is a test that will let us 
see your lungs.

This exam will be done in the 
Radiology department.

The procedure will take about 
15 minutes. 

You need to get an x-ray.

This is a test that will let us 
see your lungs.

This exam will be done in the 
Radiology department.

The procedure will take about 
15 minutes. 

You need to get an x-ray.

This is a test that will let us 
see your lungs.

This test will be done in the 
Radiology department.

The test will take about 15 
minutes. 



Use Common and Culturally Appropriate Words

Health information that is culturally relevant is more likely to be 
considered by the patient. 

• Be respectful of Native remedies

• Be aware of cultural body language

• Consider cultural activities (e.g. sweat lodge)

• Don’t be afraid to ask or talk about culture and beliefs



Navigating the Health System



Navigating the System



Engaging in Self-Care

“A concept that combines a patient's 
knowledge, skills, ability and willingness to 
manage his own health and care with 
interventions designed to increase activation 
and promote positive patient behavior."



Patient Engagement

• Taking medications as prescribed

• Making healthy food choices

• Becoming physically active

• Avoiding unhealthy activities



CHRs and Patient Engagement

• Check on how medication is being stored

• Is it being stockpiled?

• Does it look like the patient is taking it?

• Ask the patient 

• Ask the patient how they are keeping healthy. 

• Listening is important

• Provide encouragement

• Share community resources



Personal Health Records

































Summary

Use Plain Language



Thank you!

Chris Lamer
Chris.lamer@ihs.gov

(615) 669-2747

mailto:Chris.lamer@ihs.gov


Additional Resources

Indian Health Service 
https://www.ihs.gov/healthcommunications/

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

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/index.html

National Network of Libraries of Medicine 
https://nnlm.gov/professional-development/topics/health-literacy

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality 
https://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-
toolkit/index.html

https://www.ihs.gov/healthcommunications/
https://health.gov/communication/
https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/index.html
https://nnlm.gov/professional-development/topics/health-literacy
https://www.ahrq.gov/professionals/quality-patient-safety/quality-resources/tools/literacy-toolkit/index.html
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