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According to the United States Department of Health and Human Services, healthcare

literacy is defined as “degree to which individuals can find, understand, and use information and

services to inform health-related decisions and actions for themselves and others.” And, while

the definition of this term has changed over the years, one thing hasn’t: the lack of healthcare

literacy in the United States. Healthcare literacy is crucial to a fully functioning society, as it

affects the economy, improves quality of care, and most importantly: it can determine whether or

not a patient will live. While this isn’t a problem that can be solved immediately, there are

smaller steps healthcare professionals can take to gradually increase healthcare literacy in the

United States, such as using short and precise language, ask open-ended questions to ensure

understanding, and use additional materials that can aid in their comprehension.

The first and, perhaps, most important step healthcare providers can take in improving

healthcare literacy is to use language that is plain and is understandable to someone who doesn’t

have a background in healthcare. The best practice is to assume that every patient they talk to

doesn’t understand medical terminology. Thus, it is important to be concise when talking to

patients and to use simple language or defining medical terminology, when needed. In doing so,

patients will be more likely to comprehend the care that is being given to them and make more

well-informed decisions about their health. Another way healthcare providers can communicate

effectively with patients is to emphasize the most important information. Of course, healthcare

professionals need to share every detail necessary to make sure the patient can give informed

consent, but this does not mean that they must spend a lot of time on the insignificant details.

Providers should be sure to make sure that their patients understand the most important details.



Providing high quality care means that patients need to be well-informed and able to

understand the care being given to them. In practice, this might translate to healthcare providers

asking their patients open-ended questions. Even a simple question can open the door for patients

to feel comfortable to ask their own questions and comprehend their care more extensively.

Asking a patient a question such as, “Is there anything I have said that you don’t understand?”

lets the patient know that they are in a safe space to learn and ask questions when they need to.

The stakes are high, of course, as their life is on the line, so it is detrimental that they feel

comfortable to ask questions when they don’t understand.

Healthcare professionals can help to address healthcare literacy by using assistive

materials, such as illustrations and graphics, that can help people to visualize the information

they are receiving. Visual aids are especially useful in solidifying concepts given verbally or

written. Thus, increasing healthcare literacy in patients and the general public. Visuals have been

shown to effectively communicate complex information, which makes it perfect in conveying

healthcare information since the majority of the population have low healthcare literacy

comprehension. What healthcare providers, specifically, can do to address healthcare literacy

visually is to develop visual aids that both communicate the message you are trying to get out

and do it in such a manner that it is easily comprehensible to a large variety of people.

In conclusion, the United States is facing a crisis in healthcare literacy, but that isn’t to

say all hope is lost: healthcare providers can take small steps to make a big difference in

improving healthcare literacy. Ways providers can foster comprehensive healthcare literacy

include, but are not limited to, using direct and simple language, asking open-ended questions,

and utilizing or creating visual aids to help people comprehend complex healthcare language,



fostering a better world for everyone. In doing so, higher patient care quality can be ensured, our

economy can be improved, and above all: more people’s lives can be saved.
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