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Improving Health Literacy   
Tips and tools for healthy homes professionals



Today’s Objectives

1. Demonstrate a basic understanding of key 
health literacy concepts.

2. Identify specific ways to integrate health literacy 
into your work as a healthy homes professional. 

3. Communicate the importance of health literacy 
to colleagues and community partners.



Agenda

+ What is health literacy and why is it 
important for health and housing 
professionals?

+ Strategies for improving health literacy  
• Print materials and written information

• Verbal communication

• Web sites

+ Wrap-up



What is health literacy?

Health literacy is the degree to which 

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



The short answer

Health literacy is the ability to 
understand and use health 
information in everyday life.



What Factors Affect Health Literacy?

+ Communication skills
+ Knowledge of health-related topics
+ Culture
+ Language
+ Literacy and numeracy skills
+ Age
+ Computer access and skills
+ Pain, illness, and stress



Why is it important?

Health Literacy affects people’s ability to:

+ Navigate the public health system, including locating 
information and services and filling out forms

+ Share personal and health information with professionals

+ Engage in self-care and disease management

+ Understand concepts like probability and risk



The Numbers

+Approximately 1 in 2 adults 
struggle with literacy

+Nearly 9 in 10 adults struggle with   
health literacy

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.



Change in Adult Literacy: 1992-2003

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for 

Education Statistics, 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey and 2003 National Assessment of Adult 

Literacy.



Adults with Below Basic Health Literacy

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, 2003 National 

Assessment of Adult Literacy



The Bottom Line

+ Most adults lack the skills needed to manage 
their health and prevent disease, such as:

• Understanding a drug label

• Using a body mass index (BMI) graph to find a      
healthy weight range



Neighbor Nudge

+ What skills and knowledge are needed to 
maintain a healthy home? 

(What do we assume people know how to do?)

+ In your experience, what healthy homes 
information and/or tasks do people struggle 
with the most?



Disparities

Often people with the greatest health 
burdens have the least access to 
information, communication technologies, 
health care, and supporting social 
services.



Average health literacy increases with each…

+ higher level of educational attainment

+ percent increase above the poverty 
threshold

+ higher level of self-reported health

Source: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education 

Statistics, 1992 National Adult Literacy Survey and 2003 National Assessment of Adult Literacy.



Limited Health Literacy

The realities of working with people with limited 
health literacy:

Silence
Shame
Limited Participation/exclusion
Lost Entitlements
Lost Rights
Compromised Health Care
Compromised Health



Access to health information is a basic right.

Members of minority groups who are poor, lack 
resources, and have less than a high school 
education are likely to have limited literacy skills. 
This may increase disparities in health.

The Flip Side

Poorly designed health materials and services 
create unnecessary communication barriers that 
violate rights and contribute to disparities.



3 Strategies for Improving Health Literacy

1. Simplify written health information.

2. Communicate clearly with the public.

3. Create usable health Web sites.



Strategy 1

Simplify written health information



Simplify Written Information

1. Define the behavioral objective – what do you 
want the reader to do?

2. Organize this information into clearly defined 
action steps.

3. Use plain language.
4. Pay attention to layout and design.
5. Pre-test.



Neighbor Nudge

What makes prevention
information unique?



Getting to Action

Attitudes/Beliefs  Action 

+ Do people think they are at risk?

+ How do people perceive the benefits of the behavior?   
(Are the benefits relevant/important to them?)

+ Do they believe the action will reduce their risk?

+ What are people’s perceived barriers to taking action?

+ Do they think they can do it? (self efficacy)



Writing Tips: Basics

+ Start with the behavioral recommendation.  
E.g. If you live in an older home, take steps to protect your family 
from lead poisoning.  

+ Describe the behavior.  
E.g. Keep kids and pregnant women away from chipping or peeling 
paint.

+ Make the case without being overly negative.  
E.g. Preventing lead poisoning is important for young children 
because their bodies are still growing. They are more sensitive to 
the harmful effects of lead.



Writing Tips: Basics cont’d

+ Address common concerns/questions. 

E.g. What if I rent my home? 

+ Describe risk factors/prevalence.  

E.g. 1 out of every 15 homes has a dangerous level of radon. 

+ Try not to sound “preachy” – avoid “should” and 
“don’t”



Writing Tips: Benefits

+ Describe the long-term health benefits of the behavior.  

E.g. A few minutes now could save your child’s life.

+ Describe “lifestyle” benefits. 

E.g. Making your own non-toxic cleaners will save you money.



Writing Tips: Take Action

+ Break behavior into steps.  Choose a simple first step.  

E.g. Check to see if there is a smoke alarm in each bedroom and on 

the ceiling outside bedroom doors.

+ Address cost whenever possible.  Include links to low-
cost care.



Using Plain Language

Plain language is a strategy for making written 

and oral communication easier to understand.

Key elements of plain language include:

+ Use simple language and define technical terms.

+ Use an active voice.

+ Break complex information into short chunks.

+ Put the most important information first.



Plain Language Warm-up

What could we try instead of the following:

+ Indoor mold growth can and should be prevented 
or controlled by controlling moisture indoors.

+ Radon is a form of ionizing radiation and a proven 
carcinogenic.



Fun with Plain Language!

+ Practice 



Layout and Design

+ Leave plenty of white space on the page.

+ Use at least 12 point font.

+ Use bold face instead of  CAPITALS and italics.

+ Use visuals that communicate your message.



Before and After



Place visuals in context



Evaluating plain language

No one technique defines plain language. 

Rather, plain language is defined by results: it is 
easy to read, understand, and use. 



Strategy 2

Communicate clearly with the public



Ask Open-ended Questions

+ Use words like “what” and “how” when you ask 
questions.

Example: Tell me about the problem. What may have 
caused it?

+ Avoid asking YES or NO questions.

Example: What questions do you have?



Check for Understanding

+ Make sure your messages are understood and 
remembered.

+ Tips:

+ Summarize what the person needs to do.

+ Use a handout written in plain language.



Universal Precautions Approach

Use plain, everyday 
language for all 
communication.



Strategy 3

Create usable health Web sites



Why design usable Web sites?

+ Simple navigation and clear content can help 
adults with limited literacy skills find, understand, 
and use health information on a Web site.

+ More often than not, it’s poorly designed Web 
sites – more than limited literacy skills – that 
contribute to users’ challenges online.



Typical F pattern

Nielson Norman Group



Characteristics of Web users with 
limited literacy skills

1. Skipping instead of scanning

2. Difficulty searching

3. Narrow field of view

4. Easily overwhelmed

5. Limited working memory

6. Prefer simple navigation

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. (2010). 

Health literacy online: A guide to writing and designing easy-to-use health Web sites. Washington, DC: Author.





Whenever possible, use bulleted lists and short sentences. 

Limit text to 3 lines.

Use clear stand-alone headings and sections that function 
independently. 



Layout:

• Use familiar font in         

at least 12 points.

• Use white space         

and avoid clutter.



Create a simple and engaging homepage.





Keep key content above the fold.



Create easy access to home and menu pages.

Make sure the “Back” button works.



Engage users. Make it interactive.



ALL users benefit from improved usability

Prototype Web site (designed to support users with limited 
literacy skills) as compared to original site 

Time on Task 

(Mean)

Original Site Prototype Improvement

High literacy 14:19 5:05 +182%

Lower literacy 22:16 9:30 +134%

All users 17:50 6:45 +164%

Satisfaction 

(Mean)

Original Site Prototype Improvement

High literacy 3.73 4.58 +23%

Lower literacy 3.54 4.38 +24%

All users 3.67 4.51 +23%

High Literacy Users:

3x as fast with the 

revised site

93% success rate 

on revised site 

(compared to 68% 

with original)

Source: Summers, K., & Summers, M. (2005). Reading and navigational strategies of Web users with lower 

literacy skills.





Main Point

You can be an advocate for 
improving health literacy.



Get Started

1. Incorporate health literacy into staff training and 
orientation. 

2. Require all materials, forms, and written information 
be in plain language.

3. Incorporate health literacy improvement into program 
goals, objectives, and strategic plans.

4. Include health literacy in grants and contracts.

What will you do?



Thank You!!

Contact Information:

+ Stacy Robison

stacy@communicatehealth.com

+ Xanthi Scrimgeour

xanthi@communicatehealth.com

www.communicatehealth.com


