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The challenge of health literacy 
Thursday, August 19, 2004 - Almost one-half of all adults in the United States are at a higher risk for health problems because they are unable to understand their doctor's instructions. 

According to the Center for Health Care Strategies this problem of low health literacy, is among the nation's most pressing public health issues. CHCS observes that people with low functional health literacy are less likely to: 

* Understand written and oral information given by physicians, 

nurses, pharmacists, and insurers, 

* Act upon necessary procedures and directions such as 

medication and appointment schedules, and 

* Be able to navigate the health system to obtain needed services 

A major reason for the pervasiveness of low health literacy is that most medical instructions are written at the 10th grade level, whereas the average adult reads between the eighth and ninth grade level and one in five adults reads below the 5th grade level. 

And surveys find that patients experience shame when they don't understand medical instructions and don't share their confusion with their physicians. 

The expectations of the health system only exacerbate these difficulties. 

As the American Medical Association astutely observes: 

"No one considered the barriers posed by low health literacy in the design of the modern health care delivery system ... 30 years ago a patient with a heart attack would have been hospitalized for 5 to 6 weeks, surrounded by skilled professionals who took care of every need. With new medical knowledge, drugs, and treatments, a similar patient today is out of the hospital in less than a week. 

Today's patients are quickly on their own, with long lists of instructions, medications, appointments, and very little support from skilled professionals. We expect patients to learn to care for themselves." 

These expectations carry serious consequences for the health of patients. CHCS reports that emergency room patients with low literacy are twice as likely to be hospitalized as those with adequate literacy-even after adjusting health insurance and socioeconomic traits. Numerous studies show these same patients have poorer health habits and are less likely to use preventative services. 

To alleviate the consequences of low literacy, the AMA offers four steps for physicians to use in all their patient encounters: 

* Create a shame-free environment: Offer to help, especially with paperwork. Let patients know that many people have difficulty reading and learning new information and that you can help. If you see an incomplete form, just ask the question yourself and fill in the answer, without impatience or annoyance. 

* Use simple and direct language and give examples: Speak slowly and cover only 2 or 3 concepts at a time. Read written material aloud to the patient and emphasize key points. 

* Use the "teach-back" technique: Simply asking a patient if he or she understands is not enough. Instead say something like, "Tell me what you will do and show me how you will do it when you are at home." 

* Invite a family member or friend: Ask the patient if he or she would like to have a family member or friend along during the counseling and planning section of the visit. Patients can empower themselves by taking a more active part in their medical treatment. Steps that you can take as a patient include: 

* Making sure your doctor knows about every medicine you are taking, including prescription and over-the-counter medicines. 

* When your doctor writes you a prescription, make sure you can read and understand the instructions -- don't be afraid to speak up! Ask for information about your medicines in terms you can understand. For example, ask if "four doses daily" means taking a dose every 6 hours around the clock or just during waking hours. 

* When you are being discharged from the hospital, ask your doctor to explain the treatment plan you will use at home. This includes learning about your medicines and finding out when you can get back to your regular activities. 

It is now accepted that low health literacy is a major contributor to disparities in health outcomes. But with clear communication, doctors and patients can develop closer working relationships, enabling patients to more fully participate in their medical treatment and ensuring that they have better health outcomes. 
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