The Demand to Improve Health Literacy

Today we face a staggering statistic that only 3% of adults aged 65 and older are
proficient in health literacy skills. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Michigan has one of the
oldest populations in the country and this is particularly evident in the Upper Peninsula where
many young people have moved out of the area, leaving over 20% of the population in this age
category. The combination of low health literacy skills and an aging population presents a
challenge as well as an opportunity for Upper Peninsula healthcare providers.

As the population ages there is a natural increase in the need for more frequent, and in
some cases, specialized healthcare services. This group of patients are challenged by complex
decisions, financial concerns related to healthcare services, mobility to access services and the
ability to confidently advocate for their options given the low degree of health literacy. As a
future healthcare professional, I see ample opportunities to improve the health literacy of our
area by first understanding the gap that exists with the patients we serve and then second by the
actions we take daily to improve our communication and approach to those we serve.

The key to improving how healthcare professionals address health literacy is first by
improving our own approach to patient literacy. This will in turn improve personal literacy of the
patients we serve. There are a few simple methods that can be used to make it easier for the
public to understand their health and feel empowered to make confident and informed decisions.
Specific methods include the use of visual aids, online programs, and creating a welcoming
environment for our patients.

The way healthcare options are communicated can make a big difference in how well it is
understood, especially given the often stressful circumstances a patient may be experiencing.

Visual aids such as models and videos can be eye-catching, engaging, repeatable and easy to



understand. As a student, I have always found it easier to comprehend material when it is shown
in a video or visual format compared to it being lectured to me. Providing content in an easy to
consume video format allows the patient to use multiple senses, sight and sound, to discere the
information being presented. In addition, this content method provides the opportunity to slow
down the speed at which the information is presented and can be replayed multiple times based
on the patient's needs. Video and visual aids are also transportable and can be shared with the
patient post visit or with other caregivers as applicable.

Next, increasing access to medical updates and informational resources through online
programs is another method that can increase a patient's personal health literacy. A personalized
patient portal that is customized with medical information describing their unique condition and
their care options can increase overall awareness and option education. In addition, offering this
online forum can provide patients with a centralized place to keep track of their medical needs,
such as appointments and medications making it easier for the patient to stay consistent with
their health history. As a healthcare provider, I would advocate for my patients to use this
personalized portal to log their concerns and questions between our visits and use it to prepare
for any upcoming appointments.

Finally, creating a welcoming environment where patients feel comfortable can make all
the difference in how patients consume and understand the information being provided to them.
In general, healthcare facilities have been known to create a “white coat” syndrome that stepping
into them creates a level of increased anxiety among even the most relaxed patients. This feeling
of anxiety only increases as the medical diagnosis being provided is more complex yet demands
an increase in awareness and decision making. In order to maintain focused attention with

patients, I believe it is critical to create an environment that is non-intimidating and welcoming.



This includes the aesthetic environment that they are walking into but most importantly it is the
approach we as healthcare providers provide to our patients. Our approach demands patience,
friendliness and a genuine concern for their well-being. This patient centered & sensory
approach will aid in engaging multiple senses of sight, hearing, smell and touch and by
positively impacting each of those senses it is scientifically proven that the brain will become
more engaged and alert.

Health literacy is a two-way system that begins organizationally and waterfalls down to
personal literacy. With the dominant aging population in the Upper Peninsula, medical
professionals need to tailor their patient approach by using varied content delivery methods to
help patients be successful in understanding their healthcare options. With these steps as the
foundation, healthcare professionals can better address health literacy for our area and along with

the patient work towards more successful healthcare outcomes.
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